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ABSTRACT
This qualitative inquiry explored district-based educators’ sensemaking of an ongoing,
statewide professional learning series focused on special education eligibility for students with
specific learning disabilities (SLD) using a response-to-intervention (RtI) approach within a
multi-tiered system of supports (MTSS). Specifically, the professional learning series was
designed as a community of practice (CoP; Lave & Wenger, 1991) with both face-to-face and
virtual activities. The professional learning series was in its second year of implementation and
educators in the first two cohorts (Cohort 1 and Cohort 2) of the series were the participants in
this study. The theoretical framework of sensemaking (Weick, 1995) was explored in this
context. This study used individual exploratory interviews with participants to understand their
experiences making sense of the design, delivery, and content of the learning, as well as how
they made sense of MTSS implementation and eligibility decision making in their schools and
districts. Field notes and document analysis were used to contextualize the findings and themes
derived from the interviews. Seven themes illustrate how the characteristics of sensemaking and
organizational facilitators (Maitlis & Sonenshein, 2010; Weick, 1988; 1995) operated in
educators’ professional learning for RtI eligibility and systems change efforts within their
districts. Findings from this inquiry contribute to the literature on educators’ sensemaking
processes within professional learning opportunities focused on multi-tiered systems and
decision-making. The findings also revealed how sensemaking and professional learning were
enacted in their educational systems through changes to local policy, procedures, and practices.

vi

CHAPTER I:
INTRODUCTION
Federal legislation and state policy have altered the landscape of educational service
delivery in the United States. The reauthorization of the Individuals with Disabilities Education
Act (IDEA) in 2004 called for a movement toward use of evidence-based interventions for all
students and examining students’ response-to-intervention (RtI) when providing student
academic services and making decisions about the need for special education services for
students with Specific Learning Disabilities (SLD). This emphasis is a shift from the historical
use of examining the discrepancy between student intelligence measured by cognitive tests and a
single achievement score (Barnett et al., 2007).
Students who are eligible for special education services under SLD represented about
5.89 percent of the students in the state of Florida, and 5.23 percent nationally during the 20102011 academic year (IDEA & NCES, 2011/12). Students in Florida are found eligible for
services under the SLD category when they meet criteria outlined in the Florida Department of
Education Rule 6A-6.03018, F.A.C. These criteria include examining the student’s response to
scientific, research-based intervention (or RtI), conducting repeated assessments of student
progress, and other practices that align with a multi-tiered system of supports (MTSS; Berkeley,
et al., 2009; Charlton et al., 2018; Horner et al., 2017).
MTSS is defined as a framework of educational service delivery through which educators
provide instruction and intervention to students at increasing intensity based on student needs
(Higgins-Averill & Rinaldi, 2013; McIntosh & Goodman, 2016). It involves frequent and
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ongoing assessment and data-based problem solving to make decisions about resource allocation
across the school system. While there are several models of MTSS designed for behavior,
academics, and integrated approaches, more than 26,000 schools across the country have adopted
Positive Behavior Intervention and Supports (PBIS; Horner et al., 2017) and at least 47 U.S.
states have adopted or mandated Response to Intervention (RtI; Berkeley et al, 2009; Charlton et
al., 2018). In fact, MTSS is encouraged in the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA, 2015) to
improve outcomes for all students. Moreover, MTSS language is included in state policy and rule
(e.g., Florida K-12 Reading Plan). When these general education policies are considered with the
special education policies described above, it is clear that policy changes have contributed to the
widespread adoption of MTSS (Hauerwas et al., 2013; Sugai & Horner, 2009).
Theoretical Frameworks
I will draw on two theoretical frameworks from the professional learning literature and
the educational leadership and policy literature to guide the proposed study.
Professional Learning Theory of Change
Although many schools, districts, and states adopted MTSS, ongoing standards-based
professional learning is necessary to effectively and efficiently implement an MTSS with fidelity
in schools and to make appropriate educational decisions for students (Charlton et al., 2018;
Croft et al., 2010). Specifically, this study will adopt the theory of change described by Learning
Forward (2011), the leading international organization for professional learning in education, to
inform the study design, data collection, data analysis, and interpretation of findings. This theory
suggests that the correlation between adult learning and increased student outcomes is facilitated
first by professional learning that is standards-based. Standards-based professional learning
occurs when the professional learning includes characteristics that align with adult learning
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needs, encourage effective classroom practices, enhance leadership, and improve student
outcomes (Learning Forward, 2011). Second, the theory posits that evidence-based professional
learning practices relate to increases in educators’ beliefs, knowledge, and skills (Learning
Forward, 2011). Third, changes in educators’ knowledge, skills, and beliefs lead to changes in
educator practices or behaviors (Learning Forward, 2011). Research also shows that high quality
professional learning practices increase educators’ knowledge, skills, dispositions, and practices,
including increased implementation of the critical components of MTSS (Croft et al, 2010;
Freeman et al., 2017; Gilmour et al., 2017; Killion, 2010; Shapiro et al., 2012). Finally, the
theory of change suggests that when educator practices increase, then student performance is
more likely to increase (Learning Forward, 2011). In the proposed study, I am interested in
exploring educators’ perspectives and experiences participating in a standards-based professional
learning series and translating their learning to their local school and district settings through
these four areas of the theory of change (Learning Forward, 2011).
Despite the evidence supporting MTSS and effective professional learning practices,
some educators do not believe in practices that comprise an MTSS or possess the knowledge and
skills to implement the model (Castillo, March, Stockslager, & Hines, 2016; Kincaid et al., 2007;
Maag, 2001). Some researchers describe the lack educator beliefs in and implementation of
MTSS as a form of resistance to change (Cook et al., 2015; Erchul, 2015; Killion, 2008; Stuart et
al., 2011). However, this language implies that educators willingly choose not to implement a set
of procedures that have been clearly outlined. Similar to the youth behavior change literature,
which categorizes lack of appropriate student behavior as a skill problem needing to be taught or
performance problem requiring different ecological conditions (Gresham & Elliott, 1987), adults
may benefit from environmental shifts to better meet policy expectations for MTSS
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implementation and SLD decision-making. In fact, it may be that educators in schools and
districts nationwide have difficulty interpreting ambiguous guidelines and face legitimate
barriers to implementation within their local settings, even with the necessary knowledge,
beliefs, and skills to support core elements of an MTSS. They might benefit from more time to
work through identified barriers through a collaborative process to make sense of new and
existing policies and procedures.
Sensemaking
Given that not all educators feel eager or confident to adopt practices aligned with an
MTSS or that educators may face systemic barriers to understanding and implementing the
critical elements of the model, the process of sensemaking that takes place within professional
learning will be explored as a possible bridge between policy and MTSS implementation.
Sensemaking is a term originally defined by Weick (1995) that enhances organizational theory to
understand the ways people make sense of and act upon ambiguous circumstances, such as
government or institutional policies. Sensemaking is focused on how professionals apply a
collective vision in real ways within their local setting through ongoing interpersonal
interactions, and the process has been researched and applied in the educational leadership and
policy literature (Allen & Penuel, 2015; Ganon-Shilon & Schechter, 2017; Matsummura &
Wang, 2014; Rom & Eyal, 2019; Shaked & Schechter, 2017; Werts et al., 2013). Attending or
participating in a professional learning event or ongoing experience does not directly translate
into changes to educator practices (Joyce & Showers, 2002; Learning Forward, 2011), meaning
that the people engaged in the learning are critical determinants of whether district, school, or
classroom changes are enacted to impact students. Researchers have proposed that professional
learning acts as a vehicle for sensemaking (Ganon-Shilon & Schechter, 2017), but few studies
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focus on how educators make sense of professional learning. In the proposed study, I am
interested in exploring how educators make sense of MTSS implementation and SLD eligibility
decision-making within the professional learning series and I will use sensemaking theory to
inform my data collection, analysis, and interpretation of findings.
Sensemaking to facilitate change in schools or other organizations is a social, team-based
process (Maitlis & Sonenshein, 2010; Weick, 1988). Policy decisions made at higher levels of
leadership are expected to impact other members of the organization and may influence members
differently than the leadership intends. Within the scope of this study, educators engage in a
collective commitment to implement policies and procedures within an MTSS, adopt beliefs
about the opportunity for their school to create change, and hold expectations about whether the
policy changes will be realized based on various factors or personal experiences navigating
change within their setting (Maitlis & Sonenshein, 2010; Weick, 1988). Thus, the composition of
district and school leadership teams, and whether teachers believe they are important
stakeholders in the change process may influence the sensemaking process and MTSS
implementation outcomes. Ongoing, job-embedded professional learning activities which focus
on national and state policy for MTSS implementation and using RtI in decision-making for SLD
eligibility may provide space for educator teams to engage in the process of sensemaking to help
move their districts and schools toward greater levels of implementation and improved outcomes
for students.
Statewide Professional Learning for SLD Eligibility and MTSS
Scaling up of MTSS is often facilitated at the state level through government-funded
organizations, technical assistance and implementation projects, and state education agencies
(SEAs) that support professional learning efforts (Berkeley et al., 2009; Charlton et al., 2018).
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These efforts may include live (i.e., in person or virtual) workshops, online resources (e.g.,
websites, documents), ongoing coaching, consulting, and technical assistance. Recently,
Charlton and colleagues (2018) interviewed leaders of SEAs and found cross-disciplinary
leadership, access to professional development, and consistent language and practices were
named as events that stimulated MTSS implementation, while most leaders indicated competing
priorities, philosophies, or practices, and ineffective professional development models hampered
MTSS implementation. However, standards-based professional learning is an evidence-based
approach for increasing the capacity of school and district leaders (Croft et al., 2010; Learning
Forward, 2011). Adult learning theory posits that educators’ beliefs, attitudes, and motivation are
important components of change in practices (Killion, 2008; Learning Forward, 2011). Despite
the existence of state-level professional learning supports, and the importance of how educators
translate the information and activities into their work, research exploring educators’
perspectives of and experiences with state-level support is limited (Charlton et al., 2018).
The Response-to-Intervention for Eligibility (RtI-E) professional learning series was
initiated in 2018 by the Florida Department of Education and designed by a state-level training
and technical assistance project, the Florida Problem Solving/Response-to-Intervention (PS/RtI)
Project, to build capacity of educators across the state to make educational decisions within an
MTSS regarding students being considered for eligibility for special education services under the
SLD category. The goals of the series were to build capacity in Florida districts and schools to
increase educators’ knowledge and skills; application of policies, practices, and procedures; and
fidelity applying eligibility criteria for SLD using RtI within an MTSS.
The design of the RtI-E series involved developing and maintaining a statewide
community of practice (CoP; Lave & Wenger, 1991) through face-to-face (F2F) trainings and
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ongoing web-based engagement activities to promote collaboration across the state. Standardsbased professional learning activities were incorporated through direct instruction, modeling,
opportunities to apply new knowledge, and team-based and cross-district discussions focused on
issues of policy and practice. Further, the content of the series focused on educators’ beliefs
about academic success for all students, the Florida eligibility criteria for SLD, examining
students’ response to intervention, and using data-based problem solving across tiers to inform
instruction and intervention. Learners in the series included members of one school-level and one
district-level team of educators from each participating district who worked together as a
“change team” responsible for taking their learning back to their local sites to lead MTSS
implementation. When this study was proposed in March of 2020, the RtI-E series was in its
second year of implementation with a second cohort of adult learners. The overall design and
content of the series remained the same across cohorts. However, based on participant feedback
and implementation feasibility, the content for Cohort 1 participants (2018-2019) was presented
in four units and the same content was presented to Cohort 2 (2019-2020) in three units. The
PS/RtI Project facilitators encouraged at least one member of the district team to be a continuing
learner across cohorts (years) of the series to promote leadership alignment and continuity of
messaging within each district.
Purpose and Research Questions
The purpose of this study was to illuminate the voices of educators participating in statelevel professional learning for MTSS by exploring their sensemaking process while participating
in the professional learning series discussed above. The study was intended to increase
researchers’ and practitioners’ understanding of how district-based educators make sense of
statewide professional learning, how they take action on complex policies and practices in their
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local sites, and extend the literature on how to support statewide scaling up of MTSS
implementation at the district and school levels. In this study, I used semi-structured interviews,
field notes, and document reviews to explore the sensemaking processes of district-level
educator leaders who participated in the ongoing statewide professional learning series focused
on using RtI for SLD eligibility decisions. I drew from the literature on effective professional
learning and individual and organizational sensemaking to analyze and interpret their
perspectives and experiences. My specific research questions were:
1. How do district-level educators make sense of their experiences in a professional learning
series that is designed as a community of practice?
2. How do district-level educators make sense of enacting their professional learning in their
local setting?
Definition of Key Terms
Response-to-Intervention. Response-to-intervention (RtI) is defined as the extent to
which a student or group of students responds to scientific, evidence-based intervention that is
implemented with fidelity (Brown-Chidsey et al., 2009). RtI is measured in terms of both
intensity (distance between current performance and desired outcome) and the severity (how
long the gap has persisted and will expect to remain present based on calculated rate of growth;
Brown-Chidsey et al., 2009; Kovaleski et al., 2013).
Multi-tiered system of supports. A multi-tiered system of supports (MTSS) is a U.S.
public health model approach to providing evidence-based instruction and intervention across
tiers of increasing intensity to meet the learning needs of all students in a school system in the
areas of academics, behavior, and/or mental health (Higgins-Averill & Rinaldi, 2013; McIntosh
& Goodman, 2016).
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Specific Learning Disability. A specific learning disability (SLD) is “a disorder in one or
more of the basic psychological processes involved in understanding or in using language,
spoken or written, that may manifest itself in the imperfect ability to listen, think, speak, read,
write, spell, or to do mathematical calculations” that cannot be better explained by another
disorder or environmental factor (IDEA, 2004). In Florida, an SLD is demonstrated by a pattern
of persistent and low performance in one of several academic areas (e.g., reading fluency,
reading comprehension, math computation, written expression) and a lack of response to highquality intervention or a response that does not close the gap between a student’s current
performance and grade-level standards without sustained, intensive support that cannot be met
through general education classroom accommodations (Rule 6A-6.03018, F.A.C).
Professional Learning. Professional learning refers to any activities that utilize an
ongoing, job-embedded approach to increasing educator knowledge and skills to provide
standards-aligned instruction that is intended to improve student performance (Croft et al., 2010;
Learning Forward, 2011).
Community of Practice. A community of practice (CoP) describes a professional learning
design in which individuals form a community of learners focused on a specific domain or area
of interest to share their resources and experiences with the goal of enhancing their individual
and collective practices (Lave & Wenger, 1991).
Theory of change. The theory of change used in this study is adopted from Learning
Forward (2011) and describes the “relationship between professional learning and student
results,” (p.16). The theory posits that professional learning first must be standards-aligned,
meaning it needs to focus on the organizational goals and student learning standards put forth
nationally and locally. Standards-aligned professional learning reinforces changes in educators’
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knowledge, skills, and beliefs. Changing educator knowledge, skills, and beliefs are likely to lead
to change in educators’ classroom practices. Finally, changes in educator practice should lead to
improved student outcomes (Learning Forward, 2011).
Sensemaking. Sensemaking is both an individual and group process of developing
understanding of a complex process or activity through ongoing social interactions (Weick,
1995). Individuals utilize their own experiences and their interactions with others to make
meaning of an ambiguous situation and make choices individually and collectively about how to
respond (Weick, 1995). Sensemaking for organizational change is also driven by individual and
group commitment, beliefs about the capacity for change, and expected outcomes (Maitlis &
Sonenshein, 2010; Weick, 1988).
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CHAPTER II:
LITERATURE REVIEW
In this chapter, I will describe the context for educational service delivery in the United
States, services provided to students with disabilities based on national and state-level policy,
and methods for supporting implementation of multi-tiered systems of support (MTSS) to
improve outcomes for all students. Next, I will describe key factors for systems change in
education and approaches to building state and local capacity to adopt and sustain these systems
effectively. Then, I will focus on the current state of professional learning, what we know works
with regards to educator learning, and ways to build capacity for MTSS implementation and
eligibility decision-making through professional learning. I will describe sensemaking and the
ways professional learning acts as a vehicle to facilitate this process. Finally, I will conclude
with a review of how the literature on MTSS implementation and professional learning fits
within the proposed study.
Socio-Political Context for Educational Service Delivery
Educational service delivery in the United States is influenced by several federal and
state policies. The Education for All Handicapped Children Act (1994), now called the
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA, 2004), requires students with disabilities
(SWDs) to be served in general education settings or the least restrictive environment that meets
their needs. This federal policy also includes the categorization of SWDs into 13 eligibility
categories (e.g., specific learning disability [SLD], autism spectrum disorder) under which
students can receive federally funded services relative to their disability. This policy (IDEA,
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2004) focuses on meeting the needs of students on an individual basis. In the 2004
reauthorization, the federal government allowed several approaches (e.g., ability-achievement
discrepancy, response-to-intervention) for identifying students with SLD, but the final evaluation
methods are left to state-level policymakers. This led to an uptake of various methods of
evaluation and a framework for not only intervening for students with SLD, but also providing
early intervention to struggling learners prior to considering eligibility for special education.
One such approach to SLD identification is response-to-intervention (RtI), which
considers both intensity of the child’s learning difficulty, and the severity (Kovaleski et al., 2013;
Kratochwill et al., 2007). Intensity is a measure of the gap between where the student is currently
performing in relation to the grade-level academic standard, grade-level peers, and
demographically similar peers (Kovaleski et al., 2013). Severity is a measure of the rate of
improvement, or how quickly the child’s performance is progressing over time (Kovaleski et al.,
2013). A slow rate of improvement is indicative of greater severity of the learning difficulty. RtI
focuses on what is happening during general education instruction and intervention procedures to
ensure that high quality, appropriate instruction occurs in the classroom for all students and
within small groups receiving intervention (Kovaleski et al., 2013). If appropriate instruction is
not occurring, decisions about individual student concerns should be made very cautiously
because it is likely that instructional or curricular practices are the primary barriers to student
learning. RtI uses data about the classroom environment in addition to student-level data
informing both performance discrepancy and rate of improvement to make decisions about the
need for more intensive intervention when problems are first identified in relation to core
instruction, and through the process of determining SLD eligibility (Kovaleski et al., 2013).
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In addition to SWDs, federal legislation has also focused on school-wide accountability
in the last two decades. When No Child Left Behind (NCLB) was passed in 2001, the federal
government increased accountability required for schools to demonstrate that all students,
regardless of disability status, were meeting adequate yearly progress (AYP) through statewide
exams in reading and math. This resulted in a top-down approach to ensuring student
achievement, without much support at the local level (Goertz, 2001; Mathis, 2005). Revisions to
NCLB were made in 2015 when the new policy, the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) was
enacted. This policy gives more latitude to states to decide how to monitor school performance
and progress, and reinforces the requirement put forth by IDEA (2004) to educate all students
and align resources to do this. It emphasizes the need to provide comprehensive services to
students within a multi-tiered system of supports (MTSS) and provides funding to states to
support professional learning for MTSS implementation.
It is within the context of these school-level (i.e., ESSA, 2015) and individual student
support (i.e., IDEA, 2004) policies that students are provided educational services. While there
are national guidelines that support multi-tiered service delivery frameworks and criteria for
identifying students in need of individualized support, the interpretation and application of these
policies are largely left to state and local governing bodies.
Students with Specific Learning Disabilities (SLD) in the U.S. and Florida
This section will describe the eligibility criteria and current statistics and outcomes of
students with SLD in the U.S. and in the State of Florida. An SLD is defined by the federal
regulation IDEA (2004) as:
a disorder in one or more of the basic psychological processes involved in understanding
or in using language, spoken or written, that may manifest itself in the imperfect ability to
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listen, think, speak, read, write, spell, or to do mathematical calculations, including
conditions such as perceptual disabilities, brain injury, minimal brain dysfunction,
dyslexia, and developmental aphasia. Specific learning disability does not include
learning problems that are primarily the result of visual, hearing, or motor disabilities, of
intellectual disability, of emotional disturbance, or of environmental, cultural, or
economic disadvantage.
SLD represents the largest category of SWDs and over 40 percent of all SWDs are provided
services under the SLD category (Cortiella & Horowitz, 2014).
Prior to the reauthorization of IDEA in 2004, students with SLD were found eligible for
special education services primarily by evaluating the discrepancy between their current level of
academic performance and intelligence, as measured by an IQ test at a single point in time
(Berninger & Abbott, 1994). This model is based on the idea that the child has a persistent
pattern of low performance caused by a deficit in least one of the psychological processes listed
above (Berninger & Abbott, 1994). However, this definition of SLD is controversial because
underperformance can be the result of many influences both within (e.g., cognition, motivation,
hunger/exhaustion) and outside of the child (e.g., family access to resources, school attendance,
teacher’s use of instructional strategies). Further, the measured gap between IQ and achievement
must be “statistically significant” to be eligible for services, so many students go without
intervention until they are far behind their peers in instructional level (Sattler, 2001, p.306).
Finally, while there are some exclusionary factors stated in the rule, the discrepancy model
largely ignores how contextual information pertinent to the individual and across the child’s
learning environments contribute to the student’s performance (Vaughn & Fuchs, 2006).

14

The federal IDEA (2004) is further defined in Florida by four criteria, two of which are
closely aligned to the federal rule, and two additional areas that provide further clarification.
Similar to IDEA (2004), the Florida rule states that a student must demonstrate a pattern of
persistent and low performance in one of eight academic areas (e.g., reading fluency, reading
comprehension, math computation, written expression). Like IDEA (2004), Florida’s policy
states that a student’s SLD cannot be better explained by another disability (e.g., intellectual
disability, emotional/behavioral disability), or any of the environmental factors listed previously
(e.g., low socio-economic status, poor attendance at school). However, to examine “persistent
and low performance,” the student must demonstrate lack of response to high-quality
intervention or a response that does not close the gap between the student’s current performance
and grade-level standards without sustained, intensive support that cannot be met through
general education classroom accommodations. This criterion represents the RtI approach to
evaluating learning disabilities. Finally, in Florida, the school must document that the student
had access to high-quality grade-level instruction as well as high quality, intensive intervention
in the target area. This is designed to ensure that the classroom instruction all students receive is
adequate at meeting the needs of most students, and limits identification of an SLD because of
lack of high-quality instruction.
Florida is one of 17 states that require the use of RtI to find students eligible for services
under the SLD category (Hauerwas et al., 2013). Nationally, 4.6 percent of all public school
students were provided services under SLD during the 2015-16 school year (U.S. Department of
Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 2019), and in Florida, 3.85 percent of
students were served under SLD in the 2017-18 academic year (U.S. Department of Education &
EDW; 2018). Research shows that students of color (Cortiella & Horowitz, 2014), those from
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households of low socio-economic status, and English Language Learners represent
disproportionately high rates of struggling students nationwide (National Research Council,
2002). The 2014 State of Learning Disabilities report indicates that students who receive special
education services under the SLD category earn lower academic grades, more often fail courses
than those without an SLD, and about 33 percent of students with an SLD experience grade level
retention (Cortiella & Horowitz, 2014). Further, half of students with SLD experienced
suspension or expulsion in 2011 (Cortiella & Horowitz, 2014). However, some trends are
improving for students with SLD since the reauthorization of IDEA in 2004. The percentage of
students with SLD spending 80 percent of their time in the general education environment has
increased almost 20 percent (Cortiella & Horowitz, 2014). Further, fewer students with SLD are
dropping out of high school and graduation rates increased between 2002 and 2011 (Cortiella &
Horowitz, 2014).
Prior to IDEA (2004), researchers posited that special education had failed to make
progress because the system focuses on categorical disabilities instead of the unique needs of
students (Burns, 2000), and thus scholars have since advocated for more ecological approaches
to supporting students (Dean et al., 2006). A 2018 report from the National Council on Disability
claims that “the driving force behind a student’s educational experience might be an
understanding of roles and the attitudes that educators have about adult responsibilities and
expectations for student outcomes” (p.34). Some teachers may not feel equipped to support
SWDs in their general education classroom. However, it is clear that “the law does not define
special education as a place, but rather the configuration of services and supports as defined in a
student’s [individualized education plan]” (National Council on Disability, 2018, p.37). RtI as an
instructional framework (and as part of a special education evaluation for SLD) is designed to

16

improve trends and outcomes for all students. In fact, IDEA (2004) and now ESSA (2015)
support the use of RtI in identifying students and providing early intervention to struggling
learners within an MTSS, making implementation of these educational service delivery
frameworks a universal education initiative (i.e., a system that supports the learning of all
students regardless of need and disability status). As of 2011, 25 U.S. states had guidance
documents for districts regarding the use of RtI as a multi-tiered framework, and Florida was one
of 13 states to provide guidance on RtI as both a multi-tiered framework and related to special
education procedures or SLD eligibility (Hauerwas et al., 2013).
With these shifts in policy regarding education service delivery, it is important to
understand in what ways all educators, not only those focused on SWDs, are involved in
implementing multi-tiered systems. Next, I will describe in greater detail how the RtI and MTSS
education service delivery models are used to provide instruction and intervention to all students,
including those with SLD.
Response to Intervention and Problem Solving
RtI has been used as both a multi-tiered framework for aligning and providing instruction
and intervention to struggling learners (Batsche et al., 2007), and a method of evaluating student
need for special education services (Shinn, 2007). As described above in the context of
educational policy, RtI addresses the instructional and environmental factors that underly varied
student performance, rather than focusing solely on within-child factors (Barnett et al., 2007;
Jimerson et al., 2007; Vaughn & Fuchs, 2003). Assumptions about RtI in the literature suggest
that it is an early intervention framework designed to identify learning difficulties early and
provide support before problems become more pervasive and persistent (Gresham, 2007;
Jimerson et al., 2007). However, some believe that because RtI was offered as an alternative to
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the discrepancy model of SLD evaluation, its primary function is to find students eligible for
special education (Shinn, 2007).
RtI as an education service delivery model involves the alignment of instruction supports
across three tiers of increasing intensity (Tilly, 2008). Tier 1 includes the core instruction that is
provided to all students in the general education classroom and should meet the learning needs of
about 80 percent of students. In a functioning system, the literature recommends that Tier 2 (i.e.,
supplemental) instruction is provided to about 15 percent of students who do not achieve gradelevel standards when provided access to universal instruction alone. Finally, Tier 3 (i.e.,
intensive) intervention is ideally provided to only about five percent of students and addresses
the individualized needs of the learner when Tier 1 and Tier 2 supports are insufficient (Tilly,
2008).
RtI relies heavily on utilizing problem solving processes, which have become integral to
multi-tiered educational service delivery systems within the last 20 years (Gresham, 2007),
though problem solving has been helpful in related fields such as applied behavior analysis,
teacher consultation, and educational reform for much longer (Tilly, 2008). Problem solving
includes the systematic collection and analysis of data to examine student growth with the intent
of developing an intervention to improve student outcomes and can be applied at the individual,
small group, or systems level (Tilly, 2008; Batsche, Elliott, et al., 2006). While there are multiple
problem solving models, a four-step process is often used in schools to support students. The
four steps include problem identification, problem analysis, intervention planning and
implementation, and evaluation of the plan (Tilly, 2008). Ideally, problem solving should occur
across all three tiers of instruction, and at greater frequency as the intensity of instruction is
increased. For example, a classroom teacher might biweekly examine class-wide data to
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determine the effectiveness of the core instruction they provide, and examine weekly progress
monitoring data for subgroups of students receiving additional supports when the universal
instruction does not meet their needs.
Problem solving is also critical to examining eligibility for SLD (Bastche et al., 2006;
Gresham, 2007; Tilly, 2008). Problem-solving for individual students being evaluated for SLD
eligibility follows the same procedures described previously and utilizes multiple data sources to
answer questions about presenting concerns, why the problem might be occurring, how to
intervene, and whether the problem was remediated by the intervention (Tilly, 2008). Because
problem solving should occur across all levels of instruction, a special education eligibility
process should not be the first time a team of educators engages in strategic problem solving to
identify a student’s needs, design and implement interventions, and evaluate the student’s
response.
Problem solving as a process of examining SLD eligibility focuses not only on
characteristics of the learner, but emphasizes environmental, instructional, and curricular
changes that are likely to impact student performance and growth (Howell et al., 2002). Further,
an eligibility decision is not based on a single measurement of an inherent discrepancy between
the student’s performance and the academic benchmark (Barnett et al., 2007). This is a more
ecological and behavioral approach to supporting students at every level of instructional need as
compared to the traditional discrepancy model for finding students eligible for SLD that was a
pervasive practice prior to IDEA (2004). Thus, it is how a student responds to the increasing
intensity of intervention through an iterative process of problem solving barriers to their learning
that contributes to decisions about the student’s eligibility for special education services.
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Multi-Tiered System of Supports
As educational services have expanded to focus on whole-child development (e.g.,
academics, behavior, social-emotional, mental health), problem solving and RtI approaches have
evolved into what we now call a multi-tiered system of supports (MTSS). An MTSS has been
described as a U.S. public health model approach to providing evidence-based instruction and
intervention to all students through the use of several layers (i.e., multiple tiers) of instruction
and intervention that are focused on problem prevention and aligned to student performance
standards (Higgins & Rinaldi, 2013). Core elements of an MTSS include focusing on prevention,
multiple tiers of intervention provided based on student need, a data-based problem solving
process (Gresham, 2007; Lane et al., 2014; Tilly, 2008), use comprehensive data systems, and
alignment of instruction to standards (Higgins & Rinaldi, 2013, McIntosh & Goodman, 2016).
Historically, multi-tiered systems have been implemented separately for student problems
focused on academics (i.e., Response to Intervention; Bastche et al., 2006; Gresham, 2007) and
behavior (i.e., Positive Behavior Interventions & Supports; Sugai & Horner, 2009). However,
researchers and practitioners are increasingly calling for an integrated model that combines
instruction and support for academics, behavior, and social-emotional needs (Lane et al., 2014;
McIntosh & Goodman, 2016).
Reasons to integrate MTSS service delivery frameworks include established relationships
between student academic, behavioral, and mental health outcomes across development
(Vaillancourt et al., 2013), the overlap between common features of RtI and MTSS listed
previously (Higgins & Rinaldi, 2013; McIntosh & Goodman, 2016), and the allocation of similar
resources to both models (McIntosh & Goodman, 2016). The approach to providing
comprehensive services through MTSS aligns with the research and policy momentum toward
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more ecological perspectives on meeting the needs of all students (Batsche, 2014; Beecher,
2010/2011; McIntosh & Goodman, 2016). While the integration of academic and behavioral
frameworks is ideal to pool resources to best serve students, the focus of this study will primarily
be on MTSS for academics, since the priority of the professional learning under exploration is to
support districts and schools in providing tiered instruction to remediate learning difficulties in
reading, writing, and math, and make defensible eligibility decisions for SLD within an MTSS.
MTSS Implementation
Efforts to implement an MTSS with fidelity across districts and schools have varied.
While previous research reviews have demonstrated relationships between implementation of
multi-tiered systems and student outcomes (Burns et al., 2005; Horner et al., 2015; Hughes &
Dexter, 2011), the research also indicates a number of research to practice concerns about how to
translate what we know works based on research into the regular way of work in schools and
districts (Kratochwill & Shernoff, 2003). In Florida school systems, MTSS implementation is
conceptualized as a honeycomb model of six core implementation components based on the
literature (Stockslager, Castillo, Brundage, Childs, & Romer, 2016). Each of the components –
multiple tiers of instruction and intervention, data-based problem solving, data evaluation
systems, communication and collaboration, leadership, and capacity building– will be described
in greater detail below including research evidence to support each of the core components.
Multiple Tiers of Service Delivery. MTSS implementation relies on multiple tiers (three
tiers in the Florida model) of instruction and intervention supports available to students based on
their needs. As described previously, Tier 1 is instruction designed and delivered to all students;
Tier 2 is for some students who need additional support beyond what is provided in core
instruction; and Tier 3 is targeted support for few students focused on their individual needs
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(Tilly, 2008). However, multiple tiers of support not only includes these tiered interventions for
students receiving the general education curriculum, but also continuity of these supports and
specially designed instruction for students eligible for services under the SLD category (and
other special education eligibilities; Kovaleski et al., 2013; Tilly, 2008). Research on
implementing multiple tiers of support shows that students who receive academic supports under
this model of service delivery (as opposed to the traditional “wait to fail” process for students
with SLD) have better academic and behavioral outcomes (Burns et al., 2005; Horner et al.,
2015; Hughes & Dexter, 2011). Implementation of a three-tiered model of RtI has shown to
reduce the rate of special education referral and eligibility, with rates of culturally and
linguistically diverse (CLD) students referred to and found eligible for special education more
closely mirroring the larger student population (Torgesen, 2009; Healy et al., 2005; Wanzek &
Vaughn, 2010). However, the literature also supports the argument that implementing multiple
tiers of support with high levels of fidelity, is nearly impossible without the other MTSS
implementation components (Hughes & Dexter, 2011).
Data-Based Problem Solving. Data-based problem solving is the systematic collection
of data and the use of a clear problem-solving process to guide decision-making across all
intensities of instruction and intervention (Stockslager et al., 2016). Put simply, data-based
problem solving should occur across all tiers, including for SWDs as specially designed
instruction is implemented to make changes based on individual student progress toward
benchmarks. Research examining underperforming schools has shown that educational leaders
who are problem-solving experts and who can examine multiple reasons a problem may be
occurring and identify one likely concern to target are more likely to make positive changes to
their schools (Leithwood, 2010). In another study, data utilization, data analysis skills, and
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application of science-based interventions were shared characteristics among schools effectively
implementing interventions that increased student reading outcomes (Crawford & Torgesen,
2007). The research is consistent in emphasizing data use across an MTSS through practices
such as universal screening, progress monitoring of outcomes and intervention fidelity, and
making special education eligibility decisions (Gresham, 2007).
Data Evaluation. Data evaluation reflects the systemic approaches to collecting and
using data required for data-based problem solving. It includes the electronic data systems a
school or district uses to collect and monitor student (e.g., grades, attendance, behavior
infractions) and systemwide progress (e.g., fidelity of practice), as well as the processes and
procedures for conducting assessments and accessing data (Stockslager et al., 2016). Researchers
suggest that data systems drive change because they can be an objective way of sharing the need
for reform (Charlton et al., 2018; Fixsen et al, 2005; Steinbacher-Reed & Powers, 2013).
However, educators need data collection tools that they feel efficacious using, consistent access
to data, and ongoing support to develop their understanding and interpretation of available
information in order to contribute to the change process (Anderson et al., 2010).
Communication and Collaboration. Communication and collaboration are required
among stakeholders of a school or district if an MTSS is to be implemented effectively
(Stockslager et al., 2016). This domain includes providing the rationale for MTSS and gathering
buy-in or support from administrative leaders, implementers (e.g., school-based leadership
teams, teachers), students, and families to make changes to the local system, such as
implementing a new policy or procedure. Effective communication that supports MTSS
implementation reinforces shared language to describe core features, practices, and processes
within an MTSS (Charlton et al., 2018). Tapping into the beliefs and motivations of educators
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have been found as important components of educator change in practice within initiatives such
as MTSS and decision-making for SWDs (Cook et al., 2015; Erchul, 2015; Killion, 2008; Stuart
et al., 2011). Effective communication also includes gathering feedback from these stakeholders
and using that information to inform next steps in implementing an MTSS. The literature
supports the need for ongoing communication and partnership across organizational levels and
stakeholder groups of a school district for MTSS implementation (Charlton et al., 2018; Curtis &
Stollar, 2002; Hall & Hord, 2015; Fullan & Knight, 2011).
Leadership. Leadership is essential for MTSS implementation because without a
supportive administrator and school leadership team, other stakeholders are unlikely to buy-in
and actively support new practices which may be unfamiliar or dissonant to the previous
procedures (Stockslager et al., 2016). In essence, the other critical components are unlikely to
occur without the support of effective leaders. Further, leadership for MTSS implementation
includes shared responsibility between schools and district-level leaders. Communication and
support within and across organizational levels leads to stronger systems functioning (March &
Gaunt, 2013; Fullan & Knight, 2011). To support MTSS implementation, administrative leaders
in schools provide access to professional learning opportunities and support collaboration across
individual teachers and teacher teams. Leaders articulate a clear vision for their school and
model the instructional practices they are requesting from their staff. Leaders also provide access
to necessary resources, such as instructional materials, assessments, data systems, and
procedures to engage in problem solving (Stockslager et al., 2016). Many educational
researchers highlight the critical need for leadership in MTSS and other large-scale initiatives
(Fixsen et al., 2005; Fullan, 2010; Fullan & Knight, 2011; Louis et al., 2010; March et al., 2019).
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Capacity Building. The literature also supports the need for ongoing capacity building to
support educational initiatives such as MTSS implementation (Batsche et al., 2007; Eagle et al.,
2015; Forman & Crystal, 2015; March et al., 2019; Yoon et al., 2007). Building capacity of
schools and districts to implement an MTSS includes providing ongoing professional learning
and coaching supports embedded into the school day; sharing clear guidelines and support for the
policies, processes, and procedures that drive the system; maintaining time and a schedule that
allow for critical elements of an MTSS to take place (e.g., student-focused and school-wide
problem solving, communication to staff, tiered interventions); and resources that drive MTSS
implementation (Stockslager et al., 2016).
While Stockslager and colleagues’ (2016) honeycomb model of the MTSS
implementation components offers some direction for implementation, there remains great
ambiguity in understanding how to move large educational systems forward to provide effective
instruction and intervention to all students. Previous research and lingering questions
surrounding MTSS implementation will be described after a review of systems change principles
in the field of education.
System Change in Education
In order to make the system work to implement an MTSS effectively and efficiently we
need to consider principles of systems change. Sarason (1990) wrote that educational reform is
unlikely to succeed if stakeholders do not see a systems perspective and understand the
underlying change principles. We need to understand systems change principles because when
schools and districts understand and work toward leveraging them, the change principles act as
facilitators of the day-to-day work (i.e., processes, procedures, practices) of complex educational
policies or service delivery models (Fixsen et al., 2005; Hall & Hord, 2015). Further,
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understanding these principles might relate to educators’ perspectives and experiences trying to
individually and collectively understand and implement an MTSS and SLD eligibility processes.
While there are several conceptualizations of change principles in the literature (e.g., Hall
& Hord, 2015; Fixsen et al., 2005), one by Castillo and Curtis (2014) synthesizes the literature
into seven change principles that align well with MTSS implementation: leadership; data-based
decision making; systems perspective; shared vision, mission, beliefs, values; involvement of key
stakeholders; planning & problem solving process; and capacity building. Though many of
these areas are not often empirically examined in isolation, the following sections will define
each of these principles and provide research that supports their contribution to MTSS
implementation and educational decision-making (i.e., they provide support for the MTSS
implementation model described above and are useful concepts for understanding how educators
can approach facilitating implementation of MTSS).
Leadership
First, leadership is described in the change literature as an essential element of change
(Castillo & Curtis, 2014; Fixsen et al., 2005). It relies on both technical and adaptive leadership
to engage in the administrative and relationship-building functions that support organizational
reform (Fullan, 2010). As emphasized within the MTSS critical components above, leadership
that works together within and across organizations levels is crucial for change (March & Gaunt,
2013). Leaders at both the school and district levels must be able to interpret and apply
educational policy, make administrative decisions, build a district and/or school culture of
continuous improvement, and model effective skills for teachers in instructional settings
(Leithwood, 2010; Crawford & Torgesen, 2007). This has been critical in the uptake in RtI
practices to fulfill the requirements for SLD eligibility in IDEA (2004). Further, models of
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distributed leadership, where leadership responsibilities are shared among organizational
members, have been offered as more effective and efficient solutions to scaling up large
initiatives such as MTSS and educational decision-making within and across organizational
levels (Fullan & Knight, 2009; March & Gaunt, 2013; Steinbacher-Reed & Powers, 2011/12;
Steinbacher-Reed & Powers, 2013). Charlton and colleagues (2018) found that multidisciplinary
leadership that draws upon the unique expertise of leaders from different levels of educational
reform (i.e., state, regional) and who represent various positions within the organization
enhances MTSS implementation.
Key Stakeholders
Next, the involvement of key stakeholders in the adoption, planning, implementation, and
evaluation of an initiative is critical. Stakeholders may include anyone involved in any level of
the organization, including funders, community partners, leadership, implementers (e.g., school
leadership teams, teachers), evaluators, and recipients of any services or interventions such as
children and families (Castillo & Curtis, 2014). For example, decisions about adopting MTSS
and aligning district and school instruction and intervention practices are made by adults, but
directly impact the lives of students. At the student level, decisions about SLD eligibility are
made by a team of educators and the child’s guardian(s) who gather to review data and discuss
student needs, which is another example of including stakeholders in these processes.
Research has shown that involving stakeholders in planning for and driving MTSS
implementation and eligibility decisions is critical in educational changing systems. At the
organizational level, districts must be committed to supporting individual schools in adopting
new policies and procedures (March et al., 2019; Crawford & Torgesen, 2007). Likewise,
school-level leadership is a necessary component of changing teacher practice within classrooms
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(Crawford & Torgesen, 2007; Palmer & Noltemeyer, 2019). Some researchers argue that the
perspectives of teachers, who are most often the implementers of reform efforts, are
underrepresented in the literature (Darling-Hammond, 2009; Donnell & Gettinger, 2015; Stuart
et al., 2011). Qualitative interviews with teachers in a school during their second year of RtI
implementation revealed that “participants perceived themselves as the primary stakeholders in
this RTI reform and tend to perceive the RTI model as an opportunity to increase collaboration,”
(Stuart et al., 2011, p. 63). Additional research suggests that educators who work collaboratively
are more likely to perceive themselves as agents of change within their local contexts (Nielson et
al., 2008).
Shared Vision, Mission, Beliefs, and Values
Stakeholders need to have a shared understanding of the vision, mission, beliefs, and
values of the organization and goals for change (Castillo & Curtis, 2014). Leaders need to set the
vision for where the school or district wants to go relative to reform efforts and establish the
direction and commitment to achieve it. Relatedly, leaders must define the purpose of the school
or district and how stakeholders will work together to achieve the vision. Thus, there is a close
relationship between this shared understanding and the core MTSS implementation component
of communication and collaboration (Stockslager et al., 2016). A collective commitment and
common belief among organizational members focused on continuous improvement toward the
larger organizational goal establishes the trajectory of the school or district. In implementing an
MTSS, one shared belief necessary among stakeholders might be that all students are general
education students regardless of the more individualized supports they receive outside core
instruction, which reinforces the priority of ensuring access to high-quality, standards aligned,
universal instruction for all students (Stuart et al., 2011; VanDerHeyden et al., 2016).
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Research confirms the importance of a shared understanding and common goals for
school systems implementing MTSS and examining eligibility for students with SLD (Barrett &
Newman, 2018). Additional research shows that educator beliefs are related to adoption and
implementation of reform efforts (Castillo, March, Tan, Stockslager, & Brundage, 2016;
Cavendish et al., 2016; Donnell & Gettinger, 2015). Results of one study found that teachers’
beliefs about student learning relative to the ecological underpinnings of RtI, and educators’ selfefficacy in improving student outcomes and implementing RtI practices helped explain
acceptability of the initiative (Donnell & Gettinger, 2015). Additionally, educator beliefs about
the extent to which environmental factors (e.g., family culture, socioeconomic classification) are
related to disability status has emerged as a theme in the context of students’ access to tiered
instruction and SLD eligibility (Cavendish et al., 2016).
Systems Perspective
Another system change principle includes adoption of a systems perspective, meaning
that individuals have an understanding of how each piece within the organization relates to the
larger functioning and outcomes of the initiative (Castillo & Curtis, 2014). It is essential that
leaders (e.g., principal, leadership team) have this vision, as well as those who will be charged
with implementing an MTSS and making eligibility decisions (e.g., school teams, teachers). A
systems perspective describes a way of work in which organizational change is not viewed as
just another initiative to be adopted and quickly left behind for the next best thing, or as a task to
be completed. A systems perspective can be cultivated in schools and districts by involving key
stakeholders, providing the rationale for policy and procedural changes, using effective
communication skills across organizational levels, and engaging in problem solving processes to
address individual and organizational concerns. To promote systems thinking for MTSS

29

implementation, some researchers communicate an MTSS first as a service delivery framework,
and then as a model for making special education eligibility decisions (Baker et al., 2010). This
way of thinking helps other researchers and practitioners understand MTSS as a system of
supports for all students and how eligibility decisions result from using good practices that help
identify students who need additional supports to be successful in the classroom.
Structured Planning and Problem Solving
Another principle is that a structured planning and problem solving process must be in
place to address organizational issues (Castillo & Curtis, 2014). Problem solving is essential at
all organizational levels to address concerns related to MTSS implementation. Leaders and
implementers of MTSS and educators who make decisions about student eligibility for SLD
must be proficient in using problem solving processes to address concerns about district, school,
and student progress. The background and research on using problem solving processes within
an MTSS and for SLD eligibility has been illustrated earlier in this chapter.
Data-Based Decision Making
Relatedly, data-based decision making is essential to any reform effort (Castillo & Curtis,
2014). Leaders and stakeholders need access to data systems and measures to examine formative
and summative evaluation information to determine the fidelity and short-term and long-term
outcomes, and to be able to engage in a problem solving process to make changes as needs arise.
The focus of data-based decision making is to improve outcomes for organizational stakeholders:
primarily students and families in education. However, data-based decision making also occurs
at the school and district level to better align professional learning opportunities to the needs of
educators. Consequently, data are collected across all levels of school and district systems to
identify needs, to monitor progress toward MTSS implementation, to evaluate teacher practices,
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and to set student learning goals, and to inform changes to increase the effectiveness and
efficiency of the system to support all students. Again, an illustration of the research for databased decision making as a systems change principle is demonstrated in the overlap of at least
two MTSS implementation components (data-based problem solving and data evaluation;
Stockslager et al., 2016).
Capacity Building
Finally, the principle of capacity building includes professional learning, resources, time
and scheduling, technology, and policies and procedures of the organization (Castillo & Curtis,
2014). Capacity building is vital in any reform initiative and professional learning is one vehicle
to engage stakeholders and increase beliefs, knowledge, and skills across the other areas. Just as
literature on MTSS calls for integrated systems to address multiple needs, the systems change
literature is increasingly calling for the enhancement of what Fullan (2010) describes as
“collective capacity,” or the “emotional commitment and the technical expertise” (p. xiii) of all
stakeholders across all levels of an organization to support robust educational reform.
Research in the area of building capacity for MTSS implementation and effective and
efficient SLD decision-making practices suggests a lack of informational resources and
instructional materials for the classroom contributes to confusion about the rationale for and
practices to implement these changes (Cavendish et al., 2016). A lack of resources within
schools often also includes personnel shortages, difficulties with scheduling, and an overall lack
of time to engage in data collection, problem solving, and providing intervention to students
(Andreou et al., 2015; Crawford & Torgesen, 2007; Hampshire, 2016). Additionally, the research
is clear that policies, practices, and procedures must be consistently and clearly communicated to
everyone who is expected to enact them (Charlton et al., 2018). Professional learning is an
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activity where these needs can be communicated, demonstrated, and practiced. Professional
learning opportunities play a key role in influencing educator and school or district-wide
adoption of new practices for examining SLD eligibility (Cavendish et al., 2016) and in
providing instruction and intervention within an MTSS (Castillo, Wang, Daye, Shum, & March,
2017; Donnell & Gettinger, 2015; Kratochwill et al., 2007). Additional research on professional
learning in these areas will be described later in this chapter.
Questions About Implementation and Eligibility Determination with Fidelity
Given systems change principles and their anticipated influence on MTSS
implementation and eligibility decision-making, it is important to identify the remaining
uncertainties about implementation of practices associated with the model. While previous
research has shown relationships between RtI implementation and outcomes for students with
reading difficulties (Burns et al., 2005; Hughes & Dexter, 2011), and MTSS implementation and
a broader array of student outcomes (Horner et al., 2015), there are still considerable gaps in
what we know about sustaining systemwide implementation of these systems in ways that
support all students. Specifically, concerns remain from some researchers about the
appropriateness of RtI as the primary classification method in making eligibility decisions for
students with SLD (Restori et al., 2009) and how to systematically implement this practice across
states and educational systems (Batsche, Kavale, & Kovaleski, 2006; Hauwerwas et al., 2013).
Further, some educational systems have measures of MTSS fidelity (Stockslager et al., 2016),
but there remain inconsistencies in language surrounding MTSS that precludes generalizable
data collection and analysis methods to measure core components (Forman & Crystal, 2015).
There are also a number of questions related to providing tiered interventions to support
struggling students. Researchers and practitioners wonder whether a standard protocol approach
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is sufficient to meet the needs of most learners who require supplemental instruction, or whether
problem solving is warranted as soon as a problem is identified to best match student need to
intervention (Beecher, 2010/2011). However, the sustainability of resource-intensive problem
solving methods is unclear. A related concern is practitioners’ access to and professional learning
for assessments and evidence-based interventions that are appropriate for diverse student
populations (Kratochwill & Shernoff, 2003). Additional questions remain about how district
leaders and school-based educators understand MTSS as a systemwide initiative and integrate
special education decisions and services within the larger framework of service delivery (Baker
et al., 2010; Barrett & Newman, 2018). While there are many questions about how to best
implement MTSS practices and make high-stakes decisions about student intervention given the
variability of schools across the country, and even within local regions, there is general
consensus that professional learning is needed to build district, school, and educator capacity to
implement these systems and enhance student outcomes (Barrett & Newman, 2018; Castillo et
al., 2018; Kratochwill et al., 2007).
National and Statewide Support for MTSS Implementation and Decision Making for SLD
As previously stated, one way to build capacity is to engage implementers and other
stakeholders in professional learning (Castillo & Curtis, 2014). At the national level, federally
funded centers such as the Center for RTI, the National Center for Systemic Improvement, and
the Office of Special Education Programs, provide training and technical assistance to states and
local school districts to help them effectively implement practices aligned with an MTSS
(Bailey, 2018). Additionally, many states have developed their own technical assistance projects
(e.g., Florida PS/RtI, MIBLSI, Wisconsin RtI Center) to assist with implementation of MTSS
and data-based problem solving for special education eligibility.
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A number of researchers in the last 10 years have examined state-level guidance to school
districts for implementing RtI/MTSS and SLD eligibility criteria by conducting literature
searches of state departments of education websites (Berkeley et al., 2009; Hauerwas et al., 2013;
Maki, Floyd, & Roberson, 2015; Savitz, Allington, & Wilkins, 2018). In a recent review of state
support for developing effective interventions for RtI, Savitz, Allington, and Wilkins (2018)
revealed that all 50 states have guidance documents or frameworks to support districts’
implementation of RtI practices. However, “most stated that each district needed to make their
own adaptations based on their particular students’ needs, demographics, and resources,” (Savitz
et al., 2018, p. 245). While it seems that states are willing to provide general support to districts
regarding implementation of these frameworks, the message is clear that local capacity (e.g.,
personnel, knowledge and skills, leadership, resources) matters in adopting, implementing, and
sustaining effective and efficient practices.
In addition to reviewing state documents, most research focuses on measurement of
student outcomes after large-scale implementation of MTSS and eligibility decision processes,
and merely mentions professional learning as an area for further exploration. For example,
Barrett and Newman (2018) examined the impact of MTSS implementation on outcomes for
students receiving services for SLD across 12 school districts within a regional education service
agency (RESA). Professional learning was provided through workshops that allowed experts to
speak to teachers and administrators on essential topics related to MTSS implementation, and
participants were expected to train their colleagues on the content back in their local settings.
While they found an overall decrease in the percentage of students across the RESA receiving
services for SLD and increase in all students’ scores on the mathematics state assessment
between 2005-2006 (i.e., prior to MTSS implementation) and 2014-2015 (i.e., after large-scale
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MTSS implementation), there was great variability in the rates of SLD service delivery and other
student outcomes by district. The authors concluded that it is unrealistic for researchers,
practitioners, and policymakers to separate variables that contribute to student achievement and
that MTSS implementation will inevitably vary across school and district contexts (Barrett &
Newman, 2018). They recommend that districts engage in high-quality professional learning,
focus on effective implementation of Tier 1 practices, coordinate across systems to implement
MTSS, and regularly review student and implementation data to inform change (Barrett &
Newman, 2018).
Consistent in these studies and policy papers are questions of implementation fidelity of
MTSS and data-based problem solving procedures and the characteristics of professional
learning that facilitate these processes. The next section will discuss the current setting for
professional learning and review the research outcomes of educator learning for MTSS and
decision-making.
Landscape of Professional Learning for Educators in the U.S.
The landscape of professional learning for educators in the United States is evolving to
better meet the needs of educators implementing these systems in their schools and classrooms.
Professional learning is most often provided through one-time events or workshops (Yoon et al.,
2007). However, research on professional learning indicates that these single event, or one-stop
workshops are ineffective at creating educator change that leads to increases in student
performance (Dole & Donaldson, 2006; Deussen et al., 2007). Yoon and colleagues (2007)
indicate that professional learning that is less than fourteen hours is not effective at changing
educator practices and increasing student achievement. Further, Jacob and McGovern (2015)
reviewed research on professional learning and determined that only long and intensive
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professional learning designs lead to changes in educator practices and student achievement.
While the research supports changes to educator learning opportunities, there may be unequal
access to high quality professional learning across school and district systems. DarlingHammond and colleagues (2009) found that access to professional learning may be based on
school-level factors, such as student demographics and geographic area, such that indicators of
socio-economic status and school location (i.e., urban, suburban, rural) predicted educator
involvement in school-based professional learning and school-level decision making.
Outcomes of Professional Learning for MTSS and Decision-Making
While research on professional learning does not show the entire landscape of
professional learning happening in schools due to lack of access or established relationships
between researchers, evaluators, and schools and districts nationwide, a review of available
research focused on MTSS sheds some light on the quality and outcomes of professional learning
in this domain. Given that previous research has demonstrated relationships between MTSS
implementation and student outcomes (Burns et al., 2005; Horner et al., 2015; Hughes & Dexter,
2011), leaders in the area of schoolwide service delivery support the need for professional
learning to implement and sustain MTSS with fidelity (Castillo, Dorman, et al., 2016;
Kratochwill et al., 2007; Sugai & Horner, 2009).
Research on professional learning for MTSS implementation is fairly recent (Albritton &
Truscott, 2014; Bergstrom, 2008; Castillo, Wang, Daye, Shum, & March, 2017). While the
context for state-level support for educators implementing schoolwide systems was described
previously, the only known systematic review examining relationships between variables of
professional learning for K-12 educators and core MTSS implementation components is still
underway (Castillo et al., 2018). Further, federally funded centers and state technical assistance
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projects that are providing support to schools and districts are doing the bulk of the research on
professional learning.
Several studies have communicated general outcomes or recommendations birthed from
national, statewide, or regional professional learning initiatives. Recently, Choi, McCart, Hicks,
and Sailor (2019) examined the correlations between technical assistance (TA) provided by the
federally supported Schoolwide Integrated Framework for Transformation (SWIFT) Center to
state and local education agencies (SEAs, LEAs), and school leadership and MTSS
implementation. In this study, data were analyzed from 59 schools across five states that
represented varied grade levels served and urbanicity. One critical finding was that the impact of
TA for MTSS on implementation was mediated by “administrative leadership,” (i.e., a school
principal who communicates a clear vision to improve student outcomes and is active in
instructional leadership, as well as a school leadership team that meets regularly, is active in
decision-making, and has access to high quality professional learning; Choi et al., 2019, p. 16).
Consistent with previous literature indicating systems change as a slow, laborious process
(Castillo & Curtis, 2014; Fullan, 2010; Fixsen et al., 2005), schools in this study made smaller
improvements on measures of implementation of MTSS for academics and behavior (Choi et al.,
2019).
In a statewide example, Goodman (2017) shared “lessons learned” (p. 24) after leading
implementation of MTSS through the Michigan Integrated Behavior and Learning Support
Initiative (MIBLSI). The takeaways from this statewide effort included providing clear
definitions of MTSS, using data to evaluate educator implementation fidelity and student
outcomes, designing a systematic approach to increase the scale of implementation, utilizing
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local horizontal (e.g., between schools) and vertical (e.g., district to schools) leadership team
capacity, and aligning MTSS with other local and federal requirements (Goodman, 2017).
One state-level project measured specific educator outcomes for RtI implementation and
student-centered decision making (Castillo, March, Tan, Stockslager, & Brundage, 2016;
Castillo et al., 2016; Castillo et al., 2017; March, Castillo, Batsche, & Kincaid, 2016). Trainers at
the state level provided professional learning for school-based leadership teams (SBLT’s)
focused on problem solving for RtI across three years and an RtI coach was assigned to
participating schools. Researchers found that having the same RtI coach across three years of the
study was predictive of higher RtI implementation fidelity (March et al., 2016). SBLT members
held higher beliefs about RtI compared to other staff members in their schools and staff in
comparison schools that did not receive the state-level supports, and showed significant increases
in their beliefs about data-based decision making (Castillo, March, Tan, Stockslager, &
Brundage, 2016). SBLT membership was also related to increases in educators’ perceived skills
focused on RtI to address students’ academic concerns and displaying data to facilitate decision
making (Castillo, March, Tan, Stockslager, Brundage, McCullough & Sabnis, 2016). Finally,
increases in problem-solving implementation occurred more quickly in schools that received jobembedded professional learning (Castillo et al., 2017). Researchers also found relationships
between educators’ beliefs about data-based decision making, their problem solving skills for
students’ academic concerns, and levels of RtI implementation, such that schools that received
job-embedded professional learning had higher RtI beliefs, skills, and implementation levels
(Castillo et al., 2017). While this study provides support for relationships between professional
learning and educator outcomes, professional learning cannot be isolated as the cause of
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increases in beliefs, skills, and implementation levels, and specific aspects of the professional
learning that may have facilitated positive outcomes remain unclear.
Most recently, March and colleagues (2019) conducted focus groups with 10 jobembedded coaches facilitating RtI implementation in schools. The themes that emerged from the
focus groups were arranged within several codes: coach characteristics, roles and
responsibilities, consensus, building capacity, implementation fidelity and student outcomes,
leadership, relationships, project support, perceptions of project support, and barriers. Their
findings support the need for both content knowledge and relational skills among leaders who
support RtI implementation, a focus on change through practices such as monitoring fidelity,
involving stakeholders in the change process, and lack of resources and staff turnover as
common barriers to effective coaching and RtI implementation (March et al., 2019).
A limited amount of additional peer-reviewed qualitative research has been done in this
area. Regarding decision-making for SLD, research by Cavendish and colleagues (2016)
explored the perspectives and experiences of teacher teams in two urban schools implementing
RtI based on a state mandate in Florida. The researchers interviewed school and district staff and
reported findings under three themes: professional learning, data-based problem solving across
tiers, instructional practices. In a district scaling up RtI with constrained resources, they found
that professional learning opportunities were lacking across all core areas of RtI implementation
(e.g., assessment, intervention, tiers), and a major barrier for teachers was understanding the
rationale for RtI as an early intervention approach and method of reducing the number of
culturally and linguistically diverse (CLD) students inappropriately referred for special
education. The district also lacked high quality resources to support diverse learners and
knowledge on implementing what was available into daily instruction. Ultimately, educators

39

were only required to participate in an online module and practice opportunities were absent, so
capacity building across the two schools was limited by the professional learning design
(Cavendish et al., 2016).
Many qualitative findings are limited to theses and doctoral dissertations rather than peerreviewed publications. Similar to the study by Cavendish and colleagues (2016), many inquiries
cite professional learning as a theme within the findings, rather than addressing professional
learning activities as the focus of the research. For example, some case studies have taken place
at the school or district level and report the lack of systematic or ongoing professional learning
opportunities that teachers receive focused on RtI implementation and the need for teachers to
turn to one another individually or to a content specialist on their campus to develop
understanding of complex change (Maloney Ryan, 2013; Roberson, 2018). Alternatively, some
studies provide a brief historical account of the professional learning provided to educators
within the system and focus the findings more globally on MTSS implementation (e.g., Rinck,
2018). This survey of studies regarding professional learning outcomes highlights the need for
more direct exploration of the educators’ experiences with professional learning for MTSS and
special education eligibility.
Contemporary Models of Professional Learning
While previous reviews of the professional learning literature have largely illuminated
what not to do with respect to educator learning, emerging research and practice guidelines are
providing direction for the future of professional learning.
Job-Embedded Professional Development (JEPD)
Job-embedded professional development (JEPD) describes an ongoing approach of
increasing educator knowledge and skills that is integrated into the school or classroom
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environment to provide standards aligned instruction that is intended to improve student
performance (Croft et al., 2010; Hirsh, 2009). The learning that takes place during JEPD “is
largely a product of formal and informal social interactions among the teachers, situated in the
context of their school and the classrooms in which they teach and distributed across the entire
staff” (Croft et al., 2010, p. 5). The design of the learning can vary by individual learner, pairs,
and team composition, as well as by activities such as professional learning communities, lesson
study, coaching, and other approaches (Croft et al., 2010). For example, JEPD may involve a
teacher being observed in the classroom and receiving feedback from a coach to change their
practice during their next lesson with students. It may also look like a school team analyzing
student data and making decisions about the need for resources or supports. In short, JEPD can
occur concurrently while working with students or around instructional time as long as the focus
is centered on “issues of actual practice” (Croft et al., 2010, p. 3).
At the state level, Croft and colleagues (2010) suggest six activities SEA leaders can
engage in to support JEPD in schools and districts: help build common definitions of JEPD,
provide technical assistance focused on incorporating JEPD into district learning options,
monitor the implementation of JEPD, identify models of successful JEPD across the state,
incorporate JEPD into teacher licensure and recertification requirements, and build data systems
to track the impact of JEPD on teacher and student learning for data-based decision making. In
contrast to traditional professional learning activities that are largely passive one-time events, all
of these state-level activities are designed to incorporate professional learning that is jobembedded to better meets the needs of adult learners in local settings.
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Characteristics of Adult Learners and Standards for Professional Learning
Adult learning theory by Knowles (1980, 1984) suggests that adult learners exhibit six
characteristics. Adult learners have autonomy or choices in their learning and frequently draw on
their own life experiences to make connections. Adults are motivated to learn when the learning
objectives align with their actual needs, and when assigned activities relate to their personal
learning goals. Adults learn best when the learning design is highly practical rather than
theoretical, and in collaborative environments where the learners believe their contributions are
meaningful (Knowles, 1980, 1984). Providing job-embedded professional learning is a way to
honor these adult learning needs and make learning practical, collaborative, and contextually
relevant to educator learning goals.
Characteristics of adult learning are reinforced by Learning Forward (2011), the
international organization for professional learning in education, through the organization’s
standards for professional learning. The standards for effective professional learning are learning
communities, leadership, resources, data, learning designs, implementation and outcomes. The
intention of the standards is to promote professional learning that is based on what is known
about adult learning needs and that strikes a balance between efficiency and effectiveness to
change educator practice and ultimately student outcomes. These standards reinforce the JEPD
approach described by Croft and colleagues (2010) and emphasize the role of social interaction,
resource allocation, data-based decisions, and other core elements of reforming educational
systems.
One practical application of designing effective professional learning is to employ a
model for adult learning described by Joyce and Showers (2002). Through their research on
professional learning, they determined that a cycle of instruction, modeling, opportunities for
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practice, and collaborative reflection was effective at increasing educator practices. As aligned to
the standards (Learning Forward, 2011), this model involves educators learning the theory,
rationale for the new practice, observing it in a community of learners, practicing (implementing)
it within or close to the natural context where they would use the new practice, and reflecting on
how it went using data to inform their reflection. Each piece of this process is important for adult
behavior change and is congruent with the adult learner characteristics described by Knowles
(1984). Further, educator behavior change is dependent on whether the educator has the
knowledge, attitudes (i.e., beliefs), skills, aspirations (i.e., motivation, goals) to exhibit the
behavior (Killion, 2008). Evaluating each of these components of adult learning can help
determine where to intervene to build capacity of stakeholders (Killion & Harrison, 2017).
Learning Forward Theory of Change
Beyond the standards, Learning Forward (2011) also describes a reciprocal approach to
designing, implementing, and enhancing professional learning that contributes to student
outcomes. The theory of change posits that professional learning first must be standards-aligned
(Learning Forward, 2011), meaning it needs to focus on the organizational goals and student
learning standards put forth nationally and locally. Standards-aligned professional learning
reinforces changes in educators’ knowledge, skills, and beliefs (Learning Forward, 2011).
Changing educator knowledge, skills and beliefs supports changes in educators’ classroom
practices (Learning Forward, 2011; Killion, 2008), such as whether they provide supplemental
instruction to students who need additional support in reading. Finally, changes in educator
practice improve student outcomes (Learning Forward, 2011), such that students who received
the intervention are expected to make learning gains if that instruction was implemented with
fidelity and aligned to learning goals. The theory of change in professional learning can also be
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conceptualized as a problem solving approach for intervening at any point in the cycle where a
breakdown occurs (e.g., modifying the design when professional learning activities do not result
in increased educator skills; Hirsh, 2009). While there are many professional learning designs
that align with the theory behind JEPD, adult learning, Learning Forward’s (2011) standards and
theory of change, I will now describe one approach to providing professional learning being used
across Florida schools.
Community of Practice
A community of practice (CoP) describes a community of people who come together over
a shared interest in a particular topic or domain, in which the result of their ongoing interactions
is a sharing of questions, resources, and experiences to improve their individual and collective
practice in the area of focus (Lave & Wenger, 1991). The term CoP was derived from Lave and
Wenger’s (1991) research on the social learning that takes place within apprenticeship. In a CoP,
“newcomers become old-timers” (Blanton & Stylianou, 2009, p. 89) as they increase in
understanding of their experience and contribution to the learning. Participation in a CoP is
inherently social and collaborative. Members are the vessels through which knowledge and
practice is enhanced. Thus, CoPs reflect the autonomy, goal-oriented, practical, and communityfocused characteristics of adult learning. A CoP can also address the Learning Forward (2011)
standards for professional learning and serve as an example of a professional learning design that
is ongoing and job-embedded.
CoP’s are formed and examined across a variety of contexts, including the field of
education. They have been used to provide administrators separated across school buildings with
access to others with similar roles (Frank et al., 2008; Kearney, 2005; Wenger, 2011). They are
also designed to facilitate deep, transformational systems change to improve outcomes for all
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students (Caldwell, 2008). CoPs for educators are increasingly developed using digital or online
platforms to reduce the resource, monetary, time, and geographic barriers associated with faceto-face professional learning (Dede, 2006; Looi et al., 2008; Vrasidas & Glass, 2004). Use of
CoPs to enhance teachers’ classroom practice with a particular subject area, curriculum, or
intervention is heavily documented (Ahmed Hersi et al., 2016; Habhab-Rave, 2008; Looi, Lim,
& Chen, 2008; Trust & Horrocks, 2017; Yildirim, 2008). Further, the IDEA Partnership between
the U.S. Office of Special Education Programs, National Association of State Directors of
Special Education, and others, has several established CoPs which focus on secondary school
transitions, school behavioral health, and autism spectrum disorder (NASDSE, n.d.).
Despite their wide application, very few studies document the use and outcomes of a CoP
focused on multi-tiered systems. Most of the literature that includes a CoP for multi-tiered
systems is centered around behavioral and mental health supports (e.g., Andreou et al., 2015).
For example, McIntosh, Bennett, and Price (2011) cite the use of a CoP for the purpose of “peer
networking” within a larger support plan for sustaining SWPBS in a district (p. 53). Flaspohler,
Meehan, Maras, and Keller (2012) describe the importance of CoPs developed within schools
and between schools and mental health agencies supporting implementation of a preventive
behavioral framework in elementary and middle schools. However, much of this literature is
limited to mentioning the role CoPs in systems implementation work, and not highlighting them
as the focus of the research or evaluation.
Sensemaking
This section will describe sensemaking, which is a term based on the work of Weick
(1995) and describes the ways in which persons in an organization develop understanding of a
process or activity. Sensemaking can be “a central activity in the construction of both the
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organization and the environments it confronts” (p. 69). Sensemaking in organizations is a
process of “interactions that attempt to manage uncertainty” (Weick, 1995, p. 71). Professional
learning is one avenue to enact a process of interacting with colleagues to manage complex
systems change.
Weick, Sutcliffe, and Obstfeld (2005) describe organizational sensemaking as centered
on three questions: “How does something come to be an event for organizational members?”,
“what does an event mean?”, and “now what should I do?” (p. 410). The general process of
sensemaking is as follows. First, something within the organization becomes prominent as an
event, issue, or wondering, such as how to implement a new educational policy or practice (e.g.,
RtI, MTSS). Members interact to derive meaning of the issue, and then make decisions
individually and collectively regarding how to respond or act with respect to the situation. While
incorporating RtI into the decision-making process of IDEA (2004) is not a new policy at the
time of this study, the professional learning activities under study are designed to bring educators
together from across the state and organizational levels to interact and make meaning of the
policy for SLD and decide how to implement such a system with respect to their local contexts.
Essentially, many individuals bring their unique realities together and literally make sense of
their perspectives by using individual data sources to develop a possible frame through which to
view their experience (Ancona, 2012). They test this framework with additional data and refine it
depending on its believability (Ancona, 2012). Given that professional learning is a vehicle to
engage in the interactive process of sensemaking, it is important to hear the voices of educators
engaged in ongoing professional learning focused on complex policies such as MTSS
implementation and using RtI for SLD eligibility decisions.
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Weick further describes seven characteristics of sensemaking that inform how this
process may be embedded within professional learning: 1) grounded in identity construction, 2)
retrospective, 3) enactive of sensible environments, 4) social, 5) ongoing, 6) focused on and by
extracted cues, and 7) driven by plausibility rather than accuracy (Weick, 1995, p. 17). Given
these characteristics, sensemaking is first a bidirectional process between the individual and
relationships or comparisons to others outside of the self (Weick, 1995). While state leaders
might facilitate professional learning about MTSS and SLD eligibility, district and school-based
educators would be expected to engage in the learning opportunity and determine how their
individual job roles and team responsibilities contribute to the initiative. Ongoing professional
learning fits well with sensemaking because educators have the opportunity to engage in an
iterative and reflective process of learning about a new initiative, observe a process or practice
being modeled and try to implement it themselves, and return to their colleagues to process how
it went and make sense of their experiences. One implication of the retrospective nature of
sensemaking for schools or other organizations is that their history, politics, and persistence
through previous experiences influences current practices (Weick, 1995), which might help or
hinder successful implementation of complex service delivery frameworks like an MTSS. Next,
organizational environments are flexible and determined by the combined influence of the
stakeholders within them, such as how districts compose educator teams to support an MTSS.
Sensemaking is also social (Weick, 1995) and in schools there are shared social norms for
operating and individual work is contingent on the work of others. However, while two educators
may be in the same room for a professional learning event, they may experience that event very
differently (e.g., new knowledge and skills versus a “waste of time”). Fifth, sensemaking has no
start or stop points, but is ongoing (Weick, 1995). Thus, educators will likely continue to make
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sense of MTSS and SLD eligibility practices even after they complete or remove themselves
from a professional learning series. Additionally, educators’ specific concerns (e.g., percentile
cutoff scores indicating a student has a significant discrepancy in reading) inform a more general
focus (e.g., MTSS implementation), and general categories help orient stakeholders to the
specific issue at hand. Finally, because sensemaking is focused on making the ambiguous
actionable, sense-makers are more efficient and effective when they create plausible
interpretations of the policy, rather than waiting to take action until the interpretation is perfected
(Weick, 1995). Again, ongoing, job-embedded professional learning activities might facilitate
such an iterative process for sensemaking of defining, acting, revising, and reacting to move
toward closer approximations of the policy or service delivery model.
Weick also defines three elements of sensemaking that can facilitate or hinder
organizational change, which are relevant to the current study. They are commitment, capacity,
and expectations (Maitlis & Sonenshein, 2010; Weick, 1988). Since professional learning is an
opportunity for educators to engage in the sensemaking process about educational reform efforts,
it is important to understand the factors that Weick believes influence change. First, commitment
to a plan, whether the plan is sound or not, creates different interpretations of the initiative and
results in various outcomes for the organization. For example, collective commitment among
educators to adopt practices that align with an RtI approach to eligibility decision making might
implement the state policy for SLD eligibility with higher fidelity and help some students, but if
they do not develop data systems that include data for student subgroups, they may not be aware
of the needs of a large group of struggling learners. Just because a school has access to a policy
document, is familiar with the general procedures, and can implement those practices as
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designed does not mean it is meeting the needs of all students. While commitment can produce
positive results (e.g., high fidelity), it can also hinder student progress in some cases.
Next, organizational capacity is focused on members’ beliefs about their own capacity to
adopt the change (Weick, 1988). This concept is related to the identity development and social
context of sensemaking (Maitlis & Sonenshein, 2010). For example, educators who believe they
have (or can learn) the knowledge and skills to make eligibility decisions by examining students’
RtI are more likely to make sense of the work. Those who believe they, or their school, have
limited capacity will resist the motion to change the system. Because of the human beliefs, social
motivations, and personal experiences involved in sensemaking, a policy will be adapted to fit
the local context and might even be improved from how it was written or intended at the state or
federal level.
Finally, expectations refer to the overall frame of reference shared among organizational
members (Weick, 1988). For example, teachers use cues, or specific examples, of activities
happening within their individual classrooms to confirm their expectations of change. If a teacher
is provided support to engage in problem solving, identifies a new reading intervention for
struggling students, and is coached through implementing it, then they are more likely to see the
change as an opportunity. However, teachers who engage in team “problem solving” that does
not result in solutions or support will see the work (i.e., problem solving) as unbeneficial and
adhere to their prior way of work. In sum, educators’ shared commitment, beliefs about capacity,
and expectations for change lead to sensemaking that creates desired change or produces
systemic resistance.
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Sensemaking Within Professional Learning for MTSS
While sensemaking did not originate in the field of education, it has been applied in
educational systems (Allen & Penuel, 2015; Matsummura & Wang, 2014; Rom & Eyal, 2019;
Shaked & Schechter, 2017; Werts et al., 2013). Because school leaders have a responsibility to
establish the vision, mission, beliefs, values, and culture of the organization, they must help
teachers and other stakeholders make sense of the policies and procedures set forth by governing
bodies (e.g., department of education, school district) and put these ideas into daily practice
within schools and classrooms (Ganon-Shilon & Schechter, 2017). Thus, applying sensemaking
within educational systems change is highly relevant. Much of the literature exploring
sensemaking in K-12 education in the United States focuses on how educators make sense of
educational policy and reform (Ganon-Shilon & Schechter, 2017; Rom & Eyal, 2019), such as
enforcing the requirement for schools to make Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP; Black &
Shircliffe, 2013), and how to provide students with Free and Appropriate Public Education
(FAPE) in the Least Restrictive Environment (LRE; Sumbera, Pazey, & Lashley, 2014).
Many studies that describe sensemaking for MTSS are limited to case studies at the
school level presented as non-peer-reviewed doctoral dissertations. For example, one dissertation
compared school leadership teams of two elementary schools (Hampshire, 2016). The author
suggested that educators’ perspectives and experiences implementing MTSS may be related to
variability in funding and administrator qualifications, and differences in school capacity,
collaborative conversations, and emotional topography helped educators make sense of MTSS
across sites (Hampshire, 2016). However, a review of the peer-reviewed literature on
sensemaking among educational leaders and found a number of gaps in what we know about
applying sensemaking in this area. Of the research insufficiencies listed, the authors wondered
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about how school leaders adapt policy into their local educational context, as well as how
individuals work together to construct meaning in teams (Ganon-Shilon & Schechter, 2017).
While professional learning is cited as a vehicle for the sensemaking process (Ganon-Shilon &
Schechter, 2017), few peer-reviewed studies focus on how educators make sense of professional
learning. Further, I did not find any peer-reviewed studies that drew a link between sensemaking
and professional learning focused on MTSS implementation. Thus, the proposed study will
contribute to this area of research.
The Need for Qualitative Research
Given that systems change, professional learning, and MTSS implementation are clearly
social and ongoing activities that require an iterative approach to fully adopt and implement
appropriate practices in local educational settings, a qualitative approach to researching these
areas will enhance what is known about them. The process of sensemaking for organizational
change provides a rationale for sharing the voices of educators engaged in a professional learning
series for MTSS and special education eligibility decision-making. It is important for researchers
and district leaders to understand how state-level TA and professional learning might facilitate
educators’ beliefs and practices at the district and school levels. Given that state-level support
often includes general guidance documents that defer to local agencies to make MTSS
implementation contextually relevant, it is important to understand the process through which
local educational leaders make sense of and adapt policies and procedures to apply within their
school and district ways of work.
How do they use a professional learning series to understand national policy and state
guidance at the local level? Specifically, research has not yet explored educators’ experiences
making sense of a statewide CoP focused on SLD eligibility using the RtI approach to decision-
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making. Investigating how district leaders articulate their experiences, the content, and its
application to their school sites will contribute to a gap in the literature in understanding the
process that occurs between professional learning and school practice. Further, in order to
describe educators’ sensemaking processes in these areas, qualitative research methodology was
used to illuminate educators’ voices through verbal (i.e., interviews) and written (i.e., field notes,
documents) communication, a necessary activity that pervades sensemaking, school reform,
effective professional learning, and educational decision-making.
Conclusion
The socio-political context of the United States suggests a need for educational systems
that support all students’ learning needs, and ongoing, job-embedded professional learning is one
approach for building the capacity of state and local education agencies to implement practices
aligned with an MTSS and data-based decision making for SWDs. This study explored
educators’ sensemaking processes as participants in an ongoing, statewide professional learning
series in Florida focused on special education eligibility decisions for SLD within an MTSS.
This study expands upon what is known about professional learning for MTSS implementation,
with a specific focus on how educators make sense of professional learning, including the
policies, processes, and procedures for MTSS and data-based decision making, to enact in their
local schools and districts.

52

CHAPTER III:
METHOD
This study explored sensemaking among district-level educators engaged in a CoP
focused on special education eligibility decision-making for SLD within an MTSS, based on
sensemaking theory presented by Weick (1995). Qualitative data collected through interviews,
field notes, and document reviews were analyzed. This chapter describes the study design, my
role and positioning as the researcher, participants and sampling, and procedures for data
collection and analysis. I describe the ethical considerations, as well.
Research Design
I conducted an exploratory interview study. This methodology was appropriate for the
inquiry because I explored the sensemaking experiences of individuals engaged as members of
district leadership teams in a new statewide professional learning series primarily through
interviewing participants. This type of inquiry contributes to the literature on professional
learning and systems change in education because there is little research articulating descriptions
of educators’ sensemaking processes within statewide professional learning focused on MTSS.
Further, theory posits that educators’ beliefs, attitudes, and motivation are important components
of change in practices (Killion, 2008). Despite the importance of professional learning in the
literature on MTSS, little is known about how educators make sense of professional learning in
this area.
I adopted an interpretivist paradigm for this exploratory study. A paradigm, according to
Guba and Lincoln (1994) is “a set of basic beliefs,” and can be understood through its ontology,
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epistemology, and methodology (p. 107). The interpretivist paradigm assumes that the social
world cannot be understood through an individual or single perspective. This approach
acknowledges that there may be multiple realities which are socially constructed and emphasizes
context as necessary for understanding (Kivunja & Kuyini, 2017; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). I
acknowledge that I could not remain completely objective or separate from the interpretations of
the participants’ perspectives about the professional learning, so consistent with both the
interpretivist paradigm and sensemaking theory, I made meaning of the data though my
experiences interacting with the participants. The interpretivist paradigm allowed me to
understand participants’ sensemaking of the content and activities they engaged in as part of
developing their capacity to implement RtI processes within an MTSS, and provided a rich
description of their experiences making sense of statewide professional learning.
Reflexivity Statement and Role of the Researcher
Qualitative inquiry requires that the researcher examines their own background and
perspectives that might influence the study design and analysis (Mauthner & Doucet, 2003;
Tracy, 2010). When this study was proposed, my social identity as a researcher was a fourth year
doctoral candidate in the School Psychology Program and a contributor, through my advanced
practicum, to the Professional Learning, Research, and Evaluation (PLRE) unit of the Problem
Solving/Response-to-Intervention (PS/RtI) Project at the University of South Florida. My
doctoral studies in school psychology were primarily led by a post-positivist paradigm, focused
on drawing conclusions about reality using multiple data sources to show a probable outcome.
However, in this study I took an interpretivist approach based on my beliefs that there are
multiple ways of knowing and the development of knowledge is socially situated. Furthermore,
my research questions were focused on understanding participants’ sensemaking and enactment
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of professional learning, which may differ from how the learning opportunity was designed or
intended.
The professional learning series that I focused on in this study was designed and
facilitated by a training and technical assistance project that I partnered with at my university to
gain professional experiences in professional learning, program evaluation, and research on
educational systems implementation throughout my graduate training in a school psychology
doctoral program. I was involved in the ongoing facilitation and evaluation of the series while
completing this study. My roles included designing and facilitating portions of face-to-face
sessions; collecting, analyzing, and reporting data for the overall series evaluation; and designing
virtual “between work” on the web-based platform (i.e., Thinkific). My involvement in the
project enhanced my understanding of participant perspectives and experiences because I had an
in-depth understanding of the training design. Simultaneously, I needed to examine my beliefs
and understanding for biases so as to interpret participants’ sensemaking of the learning through
their socially constructed approaches to reality. I also used member reflection (described later in
this chapter) to ensure I captured participants’ perspectives.
Further, the emphasis of my doctoral studies focused on professional learning and
systems change, so I have a vested interest in using evidence-based professional learning
strategies to reform educational systems (e.g., classrooms, schools, districts) to increase
opportunities for positive learning outcomes of all students. While I had many experiences as a
learner, participant, and leader of professional learning activities, I had not been employed as a
full-time educator at the school or district level when this study was proposed. However, during
the course of this research, I transitioned to a full-time school psychologist intern position in a
school district local to the university. Thus, I developed a new perspective as I gained traction
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working and learning in the school setting. In order to monitor my biases relative to this study, I
kept my epistemological beliefs, prior and present experiences, and professional interests at the
forefront of my personal reflection to examine the ways in which I unintentionally confirmed my
own biases or excluded participant perspectives that did not align with my beliefs.
My decision to pursue a career as a school psychologist was influenced by my values,
including community, growth, and responsibility, and my personal and professional experiences.
Throughout my childhood, my academic progress was an area of stability and personal success
as I worked through a series of physical health challenges that sometimes limited my
participation in other activities. Through these early obstacles I increased in empathy for others,
self-awareness, and critical decision making skills. Further, my mom has taught as a special
educator and teacher consultant in the West Michigan school district I was raised in for the last
thirty-six years, and her unwavering commitment to our district and local community has also
contributed to my desire to do this work. Through four years completing my bachelor’s degree at
a private, Christian, liberal arts college, I observed student learning across many settings (e.g.,
prekindergarten-higher education; public, charter, private; standards-based and project-based
learning), worked with families who held the belief that formal education was of little value, and
conducted a program evaluation of a nature-based preschool enrichment program. During these
years, I also traveled to Scotland and Northern Ireland and was empowered to learn how local
communities used schools as a vehicle to engage in peaceful dialogue to dismantle deeply
entrenched systemic segregation left behind from The Troubles.
Through my studies and field experiences in the School Psychology Program at USF, I
learned a language to better describe and understand educational systems change. I now
recognize ways in which I can support the bridge between research and practice. The sum of my
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educational journey to this point has reinforced the critical need for—and my belief in—
providing a comprehensive, integrated MTSS to address the learning needs of all students. For
me, this mission includes addressing the learning needs of educators who do the work of
reforming schools. It also includes a commitment to honor the social context and the human
persons (e.g., their individual and collective beliefs, values, motivations, goals) behind
educational systems. Thus, the theoretical frameworks and context of this study are strongly
aligned with my beliefs about education as a social system situated within a historical context. I
kept all of these things in mind throughout this study, recognizing that my approach to this
qualitative inquiry could be influenced by my values and experiences.
Context for Statewide Professional Learning Series
The study drew from educators engaged in the first two years (i.e., cohorts) of an ongoing
statewide professional learning series and community of practice (CoP; Lave & Wenger, 1991)
facilitated by a state-funded training and technical assistance project in Florida. This series was
designed “to enhance the capacity of… school districts to inform the development,
implementation, and ongoing evaluation of an integrated, aligned, and sustainable system of
service delivery for a universal education” (Florida PS/RtI Project, 2019). The goals of the series
were to cultivate and engage in a CoP to support ongoing efforts for educational decision-making
within an MTSS; increase the consistency and responsiveness of district and school policies,
practices, and procedures for special education eligibility decisions within an MTSS; and
increase knowledge, capacity, and fidelity with which school systems apply the eligibility criteria
for SLD (Florida PS/RtI Project, 2019). The series was designed to engage educators in a
sequence of face-to-face (F2F) trainings and ongoing web-based content (e.g., webinars, virtual
meetings) across the school year, with technical assistance and web-based support continuing
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through the developed partnerships between the state project and school and district educators.
Using data to improve each year, the content for Cohort 1 participants (2018-2019) was
presented in four sessions (i.e., units) and the same content was presented to Cohort 2 (20192020) in three sessions. Each F2F unit in the series was facilitated in four regions of the state to
maximize school districts’ opportunity to participate. The units for each cohort are outlined in
Table 1. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic which began in March 2020, the final F2F unit for
Cohort 2 was changed to an online, asynchronous format. The content of the series focused on
assumptions of educational service delivery, the criteria for special education eligibility for SLD,
problem solving and examining students’ response-to-intervention to facilitate effective and
efficient educational decision-making, and aligning instruction and intervention across an MTSS.
Table 1
RtI-E Series Units Across Cohorts
Cohort 1

Cohort 2

Fall 2018 – Unit 1

Fall 2019 – Unit 1

Winter 2019 – Unit 2

Winter 2020 – Unit 2

Spring 2019 – Unit 3

Spring 2020 – Unit 3a

Fall 2019 – Unit 4
a Cohort

2 Unit 3 was presented as three asynchronous online modules due to the COVID-19

pandemic.
Further, the design of the series was to include from each participating district one
school-based leadership team of up to five members, and up to five district-level leadership team
members each year. For Cohort 2 (2019-2020), the series was designed so that each district
would elect a new school-based team of up to five members that were participating for the first

58

time (i.e., a different school team than attended Cohort 1 in 2018-2019), and up to five new
members of district-level leadership who were unable to participate in the first year. Further, it
was recommended that one district-level leader from Cohort 1 continue in Cohort 2 to promote
alignment of leadership and continuity. Together, the school-based and district-level teams from
each district were considered a “change team” who were responsible for driving and continuing
the work in their local settings (i.e., they work together to plan for how to build capacity for
implementation of the practices in their schools and district).
Participants and Sampling
Educators engaged in the professional learning series during the 2018-2019 and 20192020 academic years were the participants in this study. The participants included district-level
educators whose responsibilities focused on educational decision-making for students with
academic and behavioral concerns, including eligibility decisions for special education services.
I recruited a sample of district-based participants who were comprehensive with respect to
typical membership on district leadership teams responsible for MTSS implementation and
special education eligibility decision-making. More specifically, I attempted to recruit districtbased educators who varied in professional role, that could include assistant superintendents,
directors of curriculum and instruction, directors of elementary education, special education
directors, student services directors, school psychology supervisors, district MTSS coordinators,
or special education staffing specialists. Additionally, participants could include members who
participated in both the first and second cohorts of the professional learning series (during the
2018-2019 and 2019-2020 school years) because the series was designed to have one district
representative continue across the years to promote continuity of leadership within each local
school district. When recruiting educators with these roles, I attended primarily to the size of
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their districts to ensure that the perspectives and experiences of educators from sites representing
the five district size categories used in Florida (i.e., small, small/medium, medium, large, very
large). I also attended to the RtI-E cohort(s) in which educators participated.
Recruitment Procedures
To recruit participants for the study, I developed and distributed a flyer (Appendix A) to
educators who participated in Cohort 1 and Cohort 2 of RtI-E via email through the PS/RtI
Project participant email list. I also embedded the flyer as a PowerPoint slide in the training
materials to share the purpose and anticipated outcomes for the study with RtI-E participants in
Cohort 2 during the conclusion of the Unit 3 follow-up sessions that were presented virtually and
recorded for participants to view at a later time.
In order to participate in the study, educators were required to confirm participation in all
four of the RtI-E face-to-face (F2F) professional learning days within the 2018-2019 academic
year, or the first two F2F days of Cohort 2 (i.e., F2F sessions prior to the COVID-19 pandemic).
I worked with my major professor who serves as Director of the Florida PS/RtI Project and
Project staff to identify the educators that met these criteria and verified participants’ attendance
at F2F professional learning sessions using sign-in sheets. Guest, Bunce, and Johnson (2006)
suggest that saturation may occur after inclusion of about 12 participants in homogenous groups,
however, sample size recommendations range widely in qualitative research methods. Educators
who made up the sample for this study were all employed by school districts in the same U.S.
state and shared responsibility for adopting and implementing practices within an MTSS in their
local settings. Based on the recommendation from Guest and colleagues (2006), I intended to
include a minimum of 12 participants to comprise a comprehensive sample based on job role,
and attend to RtI-E cohort participation and the varying sized school districts (i.e., small,
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small/medium, medium, large, very large) based on student enrollment. I continued to recruit and
interview participants until I reached saturation during the data analysis.
Recruitment procedures occurred during the summer of 2020 during the COVID-19
pandemic. Due to the personal and professional demands of COVID-19, I did not get the
anticipated response of at least 12 participants, so I stopped when eligible RtI-E participants no
longer responded to email requests for participation, at nine total participants. Three additional
participants initially indicated they were interested in the study, but did not respond to the
demographic survey to confirm their participation. Table 2 below describes the demographic
information of the study participants based on their self-report information gathered via
electronic survey. All nine participants were employed at the district level and had at least some
RtI/MTSS training prior to RtI-E. Carol, Joleen, Kim, and Sandra’s roles functioned as the
special education director for their respective districts, and Aaron led as a supervisor of
psychological services. Denise served as a special education staffing specialist under Kim’s
leadership, and Meredith, Jaylen, and Natalie each provided support to several schools as
district-based MTSS specialists. Given my relatively homogeneous sample and analysis of
interview data (provided in more detail below), I believe I reached saturation by the final
interview, indicating that my sample was sufficient to answer the research questions.
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Table 2
Participant Demographic Information
Years
Participant
Meredith

District Name
Magnolia School

District Size

Job Role

Years

Years SLD

RtI-E

RtI-E Team

Educator RtI/MTSS Eligibility

Cohort

Design

Small/Medium District MTSS Specialist

10

8

9

1

District

District
Jaylen

Juniper Tree District

Large

District MTSS Specialist

13

13

4

1

Change Team

Joleen

Jasmine School

Medium

Special Education Director

26

5

10

1

Change Team

District
Kim

Kiwi Delta District

Small

Special Education Director

26

3

3

1

Change Team

Sandra

Sandbar School

Large

Special Education Director

30

10

15

1

Change Team

Small

Special Education Staffing

40

10

30

1

Change Team

District MTSS Specialist

10

6

4

1 and 2 Districta

Psychological Services

18

10

18

1 and 2 District

30

12

12

1 and 2 Schoola

District
Denise

Kiwi Delta District

Specialist
Natalie

Nature Park District

Medium

Aaron

Azalea School District Very Large

Supervisor
Carol

Coral Reef School

Small

Special Education Director

Note. Participant and district names are pseudonyms, and job roles are generalized descriptions.
a Natalie

and Carol each worked primarily with a school-based team during Cohort 2 of RtI-E.
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Data Collection Processes and Procedures
Interviews
I conducted semi-structured interviews, following an interview protocol (Appendix D)
focused on the important themes or ideas of the proposed study (Kvale, 1983). First, I obtained
verbal consent from each participant to participate in the study. I asked each participant to
complete a demographic questionnaire (e.g., job title, number of years as an educator; Appendix
B) and create a participant identification number to protect the identity of the participant, which
formally documented their consent to participate as well (see Appendix C for informed consent).
To begin the interview, I introduced myself, explained my involvement with the
professional learning series and this study, and asked general questions to develop rapport with
each participant. During the interview, I used a semi-structured interview protocol (Appendix D)
including questions that focused on the participant’s unique experiences making sense of the
professional learning series, such as the impact of their role within their professional learning
team, how the learning design contributed to educators’ knowledge and enactment of the content,
educators’ experiences participating in the professional learning series, connections made and
changes that resulted from their participation, and how participants worked with others in the
series to develop understanding. I also asked questions to clarify, deepen, or confirm ideas that
the participant described using interviewing skills such as open-ended questioning and
prompting, verbal and non-verbal cues to encourage elaboration, silence to facilitate reflection,
paraphrasing, and summarizing.
I conducted interviews outside of professional learning and school hours, so as not to take
away from educators’ work and learning time. Each interview lasted between 48 to 58 minutes,
and the average interview time was approximately 53 minutes. Because participants were located
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across a large geographical area and social distancing was in effect due to the COVID-19
pandemic, interviews were conducted using a video chat software (i.e., Zoom). All interviews
were voice recorded so that I could transcribe each conversation. I used a transcription service
(i.e., rev.com) to transcribe each interview verbatim and used the transcription to analyze each
participant’s experiences. I also kept a record or journal to preserve main ideas shared by the
participants, as well as my own thoughts and reactions. To monitor my biases relative to the
study, I used my reflexivity statement to keep my epistemological beliefs, prior experiences, and
professional interests at the forefront of my personal reflection.
Field Notes
I reviewed field notes collected as part of regular professional learning practices as a
supporting data source to contextualize and compare to the interview data. The field notes were
written by myself and the Project evaluator during the 2018-2019 and 2019-2020 F2F trainings,
with additional notes collected by the evaluator via survey from Project staff present during the
F2F trainings. I redacted any identifying information that would expose a district, school, or
individual participant. They focused on observations of educators’ behaviors in the session, and
evaluators’ perspectives of the context of the face-to-face training. Field notes were recorded
electronically using a word processing software and online survey as a chronological narrative of
individual face-to face trainings. They focused on what was going well overall and areas that
needed improvement. They also included notes of educators’ conversations representing areas of
the Learning Forward (2011) theory of change, including topics or activities participants were
struggling with, beliefs they displayed, any demonstration of changes to knowledge, attitudes, or
practices, and discussion of student outcomes. The field notes sometimes included educators’
live end-of-training feedback in the form of a “plus-delta” (i.e., what went well, what could be
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changed). While interview transcripts were used as a primary data source, field notes focused on
the larger professional learning experience and contextualized participants’ sensemaking
experiences.
Documentation
I also reviewed 32 documents submitted electronically by educators engaged in the
professional learning series as part of typical professional learning practices through the online
learning platform (Thinkific). I redacted any identifying information on the documents submitted
through Thinkific and used the documents as an overall set of products that contextualize the
interview findings, rather than focusing on specific participant information. These documents
were primarily designed as action plans completed by individuals or teams and included their
reactions to the F2F training and online activities and any action steps they intended to take in
reforming their policies, practices, or procedures as a result of their experiences. These data were
also used as supporting information to contextualize the interview data and support my
interpretations of participants’ sensemaking.
Data Analysis
Interviews
I used constant comparative analysis to analyze the transcribed interview data. I engaged
in analysis concurrently with data collection, beginning data analysis after the first interview was
completed and monitoring for saturation of the data, where no new themes emerged from the
data. I used a combination of a priori and open coding. A priori coding is a procedure for
developing qualitative codes before data analysis occurs based on theoretical frameworks or
expected themes (Crabtree & Miller, 1999). Open coding is a process of identifying concepts in
the data and applying names to related ideas (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). I used both coding
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processes because I wanted to observe the characteristics of sensemaking theory in the data.
Additionally, I could not remain completely objective from applying my knowledge of the
literature and previous experiences in professional learning and school reform to the data, and I
expected ideas to emerge from the data outside of an a priori coding scheme.
Specifically, I started with a codebook that included codes I wanted to look for in the data
and added to the codebook as new ideas emerged. A priori codes included identifying instances
of the seven characteristics of Weick’s (1995) sensemaking, the three facilitators of
organizational sensemaking (Maitlis & Sonenshein, 2010; Weick, 1988), the Learning Forward
(2011) theory of change adopted by the PS/RtI Project, Castillo and Curtis’s (2014) systems
change principles, features of MTSS implementation, and evidence of a CoP (Lave & Wenger,
1991). To address new ideas, I compared new codes to existing codes while rereading the
transcripts and added or changed codes as needed to interpret the data. Examples of open codes
that emerged included mentions of COVID-19, ways of relating to colleagues, unique
descriptions of school and district systems, and suggestions for improving the RtI-E Series. New
ideas emerged steadily as open codes through the first three interviews, with novel codes
tapering off largely after analysis of the fifth interview. By the ninth interview I observed that the
data aligned with previous themes and very little new salient information emerged, indicating
saturation of the data. Then, I developed axial codes to identify relationships among codes and
generated themes from the data (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). I observed how the initial codes I
developed were characteristics, conditions, or properties of larger categories that could be
grouped together as a theme with subcategories to help explain components of the theoretical
frameworks (Strauss & Corbin, 1998).
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Additionally, I kept detailed documentation of my data collection procedures, coding,
analyzing of the data, and decision making in the form of analytic memos as an audit trail to
decrease researcher bias (Cresswell & Miller, 2000). After conducting each interview, I wrote
my reactions to the interview and summarized important ideas shared by the participant. I added
comments to transcripts to document my thinking and noted key points for data analysis. After
analyzing the interview data, I engaged in member reflection (Patton, 1999). Specifically, I
shared a summary of the general themes that emerged from the data including supporting quotes
with each participant via email and allowed participants to comment about the appropriateness of
the themes based on what they shared to increase the credibility of the inquiry (Lincoln & Guba,
1985). Of the nine participants, four participants responded to the overall themes and confirmed
they were appropriate based on their individual sensemaking.
Field Notes
Throughout my analysis of the interview data, I also reviewed field notes obtained from
Project staff across each of the F2F units to provide context to the themes described in the
interview data, and to look for consistency, differences, and additional information relative to the
data described by the participants. These data were used to produce analytic memos, which are
notes made by the researcher to document their thinking, help them dive deeply into the data, and
retain ideas throughout the research process (Birks et al., 2008). I reviewed my field notes and
produced analytic memos to demonstrate my thinking relative to my research questions and
findings from the interviews.
Document Analysis
Concurrent with my analysis of the interview data and field notes, I reviewed any
documents shared by participants through the online platform (Thinkific). Thirty-two action
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planning documents were obtained from Cohort 1 and Cohort 2 educators and served as
participant reflections. These data were used to illuminate the context of their sensemaking, and
observe consistency, differences, and additional information to inform my interpretation of the
interview data. I analyzed documentation data similar to field notes: by producing analytic
memos that revealed my thoughts pertinent to the research questions and themes from the
interviews.
Quality Considerations
Tracy (2010) described eight key indicators of quality in qualitative research from which
researchers largely agree and can draw upon to enhance their work and to evaluate the work of
others. Specifically, I utilized Tracy’s (2010) criteria of a worthy topic, credibility, and
significant contribution as indicators of the quality of this study. The focus of this inquiry was
worthy of exploration because it proposed to illuminate the voices of educators who participated
in statewide professional learning, who described their experiences similar to and different from
what was intended by the facilitators. This topic was relevant to the ongoing push for evidencebased professional learning that impacts student learning, and the focus on meeting the
educational needs of all students. Further, this study was a timely response to implementation of
a statewide CoP focused on MTSS and educational decision-making, and unexpectedly
incorporated the initial impact of the global COVID-19 pandemic on educational systems that
were forced to continue to engage in this important work of educating children in Florida.
As mentioned above, I also attended to the credibility of this study by engaging in
member reflection of the overall themes, and using several additional data sources (i.e., field
notes, documentation) to contextualize findings from the interviews. I sent each participant a
summary of the themes that emerged from the data and allowed them to review and comment on
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the findings in light of what they shared. My response rate for participant engagement in member
reflection was 44 percent, and all participants who responded indicated that the themes
represented their experiences in the RtI-E series well, with specific participant reflections
elaborating on learning from others, their expectations for the series, and the impact of COVID19 on their systemic ways of work. The participants who responded did not suggest any changes
to be made to the overall themes based on their experiences. In this way, I enhanced the
collaboration of the interview and data analysis process and helped make the research
meaningful to educators in the field.
This study also makes a significant contribution to research and practice. It contributes to
the current literature on building the capacity of educators to make SLD eligibility decisions and
implement a comprehensive MTSS aligned with federal and state policies. Much of the literature
on state-supported professional learning does not explore the impact of the learning opportunities
on the educator, and there are currently no studies exploring district educators’ sensemaking
within a CoP to drive MTSS implementation and eligibility decisions. Thus, this study fills a gap
in the literature, bridging implementation of a statewide CoP with the sensemaking experiences
of educational leaders engaging directly in the work. It also illuminates areas for future research
within professional learning for MTSS, since there is a lack of descriptive research in this area.
With respect to professional practice, this study explores how educators make sense of the
learning, and changes to school and district policies, practices, and procedures that resulted from
their participation in the series. Therefore, this study illustrates a link between educators’
experiences participating in a statewide CoP, how they make sense of the learning, and their
enactment of changes made to policies, practices, and procedures in their local context. Further,
this study provides brief insight regarding the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on
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professional learning and education service delivery within Florida school districts. The results
of this study can be used to inform future research in this area, as well as encourage practitioners
to consider large-scale practices for adult learning focused on educational reform initiatives.
IRB and Ethical Considerations
I obtained approval for this study from the institutional review board (IRB) at the
University of South Florida prior to conducting the inquiry (Appendix E). I provided a
description of the study verbally and in written form to all participants, indicated that their
participation was voluntary and would not impact their participation in the professional learning
series in any way or with their employer, and described how their confidentiality would be
protected. Participants provided their consent verbally and in the demographic survey
(Appendices B and C) to participate in the study and were allowed to choose not to answer
questions, or to discontinue at any time without penalty.
I maintained confidentiality by asking participants to choose a participant identification
number at the beginning of the study that was used in any documentation, and I disguised any
additional identifying information. I developed pseudonyms to use in publication materials.
Further, all recordings and transcripts were deidentified and labeled by participant number. The
data (audio recordings, transcripts, documentation) were all collected electronically and were
stored digitally on a university-approved box.com online server within a labeled folder that is
accessible only by the researcher and my dissertation committee. Data and consent forms were
stored in separate folders. While there were no physical data collected, any physical data (e.g.,
typed or handwritten documents) would have been stored in a locked cabinet in a secure research
team office space that was separated from public access in the College of Education at USF, with
data and consent forms locked in separate locked file cabinets.
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Additionally, participation in this study may have been beneficial to the educators
involved. For example, participants might have felt the interview provided them an opportunity
for reflection on their work and helped them make meaning of their professional learning
experiences. For example, at least one participant left the interview with a new possible action
step for supporting their district. Participants may have found that participation in this study gave
them a voice or a platform for anonymously sharing their perspectives and experiences that
would be disseminated to educational leaders, researchers, policymakers, and other stakeholders
who design, facilitate, and otherwise influence professional learning and educational reform.
Conversely, while this study was intended to entail minimal risk, it is possible participants
experienced internal dissonance or feelings of discomfort as they wrestled with the tension
between the pressure of educational policy and practice in their local settings. Likewise, they
might have had questions about the anonymity of their statements if they shared something that
could be interpreted as negative toward the technical assistance project, their district, or school.
Per my study protocol, when I noticed any feelings of discomfort among participants during the
interviews I reminded them of the confidentiality agreement, and that they could opt to skip
questions, stop at any time, or withdraw from the study without penalty.
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CHAPTER IV:
FINDINGS
In this chapter I describe the study findings according to the two research questions
focused on educators’ sensemaking and enactment of a professional learning series designed as a
community of practice. Nine interviews served as my primary sources of data, with data from
field notes and existing documents used to contextualize the study participants’ perspectives.
Additionally, I used my own knowledge of the design of RtI-E and my journaling to engage in a
reflexive account of interpreting the data. Below I present each research question followed by
their respective themes and subthemes to help the reader engage with the study findings. Because
sensemaking and enactment are interrelated processes, the second research question builds off of
what is shared in the first few themes. Within each theme and subtheme, I describe how
participants demonstrated Weick’s (1995) seven characteristics of individual sensemaking and
instances when they utilized the three factors of sensemaking that impact organizational change
(Maitlis & Sonenshein, 2010; Weick, 1988). Illustrations of Learning Forward’s (2011) theory of
change and Castillo and Curtis’s (2014) systems change principles are also woven throughout
this chapter to relate the findings back to the original intent of the RtI-E Professional Learning
Series: to build school and district capacity through the professional learning theory of change.
Working from the definition that sensemaking is a process of “interactions that attempt to
manage uncertainty” (Weick, 1995, p. 71) that involves both words and action, participants in
this study addressed the ambiguity of the RtI-E professional learning series design, content, and
facilitation through the following seven themes and related subthemes in Table 3: Speaking from
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Experience, Teaming, Community Learning Expectations, Making Connections, Expected
Outcomes, Power to Implement, and Enactment Approaches.
Table 3
Themes and Subthemes
Research Question
RQ 1: Sensemaking

RQ 2: Enactment

Themes
Speaking from Experience

Subthemes
Roles and Responsibilities Inform
Identity
Using Hindsight to Make Meaning of
Experience
Teaming
Sensemaking Using Who’s At the Table
These are the Enactors
Community Learning Expectations Hearing From Others
Ask the Experts
Making Connections
Cues Derived from Context
Cues Creating Context
Expected Outcomes
Power to Implement
Everyone Does What They Want
Let’s All Agree
It’s All Talking About the Virus
Enactment Approaches
Individual Efforts
Systems Approaches

Research Question 1: Sensemaking
How do district-level educators make sense of their experiences in a professional learning series
that is designed as a community of practice?
Theme 1: Speaking from Experience
Participants did not approach the RtI-E series as blank canvases waiting for wet paint to
bring them to life. Rather, their personal and professional identities and previous life and work
experiences played critical roles in their making sense of the professional learning series. RtI-E
was designed, in part, to facilitate district conversations about current practices for examining
students’ RtI to inform special education eligibility for students with SLDs within an MTSS.
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Each of these educational frameworks and processes (i.e., RtI, SLD eligibility, MTSS) describe
complex activities which are setting-dependent. This means that no prescriptive stepwise manual
will account for implementation of these practices across all districts and schools in Florida.
According to Weick (1995), individuals make decisions about how to respond to complex
processes, such as those within a district’s MTSS, using their individual experiences and
interpersonal interactions. Weick described that development of personal identity is foundational
in sensemaking (Weick, 1995, p. 17). All of the educators in this study keenly utilized their
individual identities to make sense of their experiences in RtI-E. This theme describes how
participants constructed their identities vis-à-vis their roles and responsibilities, and applied
hindsight to make sense of their participation throughout the series.
Roles and Responsibilities Inform Identity. Identity construction occurred among
participants from conversations about initiating ongoing participation in RtI-E through their
reflections after the formal events of the series concluded. When participants were asked about
how they became involved in the RtI-E series, five participants shared that they served as the
district contact who received communications from the PS/RtI Project or were positioned to
make a leadership decision to have their district participate in the RtI-E series. In these cases,
they used their identity as leaders and liaisons to help them make sense of their involvement in
the series. Joleen described a nudge from state leaders encouraging the district to participate,
stating:
I think it was because of the email that went out from [a leader in the state Department of
Education], who stated that, you know we really want some districts on board. So, I
pulled a team together on the district side and then made the recommendation for the
school side.
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Joleen demonstrates a foundational aspect of sensemaking which is that ongoing interpersonal
interactions influence how educators make sense of and respond to situations. A request for
participation in a professional learning series from a person or entity in comparative authority
helped this district leader make a decision to join.
Other participants in similar positions believed RtI-E was an opportunity to build district
capacity and quickly took initiative to develop a team. Carol used a systems perspective and her
multifaceted role within her small district to come to a decision for her school to participate in
RtI-E. She spent a lot of time early in her interview constructing a picture of her unique district
system and job role. She also expressed her beliefs about the obvious benefits of capitalizing on
RtI-E as a free professional learning opportunity being held at a nearby location.
So last year when it was the cohort one, again, I mentioned we're a school and a district.
So, I get all those sort of district emails that ESE directors get. So, this is really the good
part of being a school and a district. We will take full advantage of anything that is on our
doorstep and free because I mean to me that's just like a win-win. And whenever I saw
the first email I'm like, "Oh, we've got to do that."
Other participants were invited or nominated (i.e., “voluntold”) by district leaders to
attend. Jaylen described her sensemaking process when she was initially invited by a district
contact to attend the series. She volleyed conversations early on with the district leader and team
members to develop a rationale for her attending the series and what it would mean for her role
as an MTSS Specialist. Aligned with sensemaking theory, she identified this interaction as a
discrete event in the past, which helped her understand what information to seek out during RtI-E
and how her involvement would contribute to a greater purpose for her district.
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And it actually was a question that we kind of posed, or I posed to the person I got the
invite from like, "one, what's the outcome and purpose of me in my role attending? Like
what's going to be done with the information that we receive back from this training and
how would my position help influence that?" So, from my understanding, it was to, from
my role, like revisit some common language and practices and involving the work of RtI
and eligibility type practices. And then to also hear from other districts related to their
work and their promising practices and what they've seen gone well, and maybe some of
the barriers that they're also have encountered or have overcome that will be beneficial to
our district as well. And then to also think about where based upon our current reality
with our systems, at my level that I was currently working at elementary, what would be
some coaching or system next steps or reflection pieces that we need to bring back to a
larger group to have a larger group, meaning third floor representation. And so
superintendent staff and district department, district directors over those programs? Like
what conversations do we need to have to strengthen our systems of supports?
A major characteristic of sensemaking is that individuals use comparison between themselves
and others to make sense of the topic or event that has their attention (Weick, 1995). This is
reflected in the above quote from Jaylen and also when Denise described how she was elected as
a member of her district team:
Because my director, three, you know, because of eligibility, they wanted me on the team
because it would eventually come to me. And so, I have been on the team, and because
I've changed director so many times, I'm the one with the most background as to what is
expected, what should be done. And so, my current director… she moved from a
counselor role. And so, she's also an ESE teacher, but she was a guidance counselor for
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many years. So, she really didn't have any involvement with the MTSS system. So, she
kept me quite involved because I had the background.
Denise was under the leadership of her third ESE director within the district and self-identified
as the most consistent staff member over many years. She made sense of her involvement as a
key stakeholder on the district RtI-E team based on her consistency within and historical
knowledge of the district, as well as her role as a district gatekeeper of special education
eligibility. However, she also indicated that because of her vast prior experience, the RtI-E series
was less beneficial for her as a learner. She believed that Cohort 1 was designed for educators
new to MTSS as a way of work. She stated:
But I think, and I'm just going to say, I've been doing this for so long. I've heard so much
of it. And so, it was like very repetitive for me. For somebody just beginning, it was
beautiful. I mean, it was very well laid out. But for somebody that's as frustrated as I am
having been involved in it for so long, it's like, "Okay, I got it. I got it. Got that too." But
now, I tell you, I wanted so many answers. I wanted answers. I was way over here in the
learning. I want, I want answers. But it was well presented. It was just that for me, some
of it was boring. Kind of repetitive sometimes. You know, like, we would, I don't know,
sometimes I just felt like it was repetitive. But again, it was supposed to be Cohort 1.
They didn't know I've been doing this for 10 years. But if you took somebody fresh, they
need that, the developmental steps.
Participants like Denise also used their district roles to make sense of the content shared
during the series. Aaron described how his supervisory position resulted in feeling distanced
from the boots-on-the-ground purpose and work of implementing MTSS. He made sense of his
learning within RtI-E through acknowledging benefits and drawbacks of his district-level
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position. Aaron also shared how he made connections between the messaging shared during RtIE and a prior social interaction with a colleague. He stated,
I think for me, I think you get caught up in so much of the details. I'm at the district level.
I get a policy. I read it. Guidance is provided. And now I'm coming up with procedures
and steps to get that done, right? And then I go and I push the steps and I push the
procedures as far and as wide as I possibly can, and the reality is that sometimes you lose
the big picture. You get so caught up in the steps. You get so caught up in compliance
that you forget the purpose, right? We're here to help some kids, right? And so, my
current ESE supervisor would often remind me, "You can't have process over purpose.
You can't do it." And so, after 10 years pushing process in order to achieve purpose, at
times you really forget it sometimes. You do. And so, it's nice when I'm listening to RtI-E
and the big five remind us of the purpose. Right? ESE kids are Gen Ed kids. Academic
engagement time. It's about closing gaps. But you forget about all that. You get caught up
in the weeds. So, for us that have been heavy duty policies and procedures folk, there are
times when you forget the purpose. And so, for me, the RtI-E really reminded me, again,
of the purpose and making the connection of why I do the thing that I do. And for some
folks it might be brand new, right? For me, I've been in it so long that it was refreshing.
That was for me. Yeah. You get lost. Process over purpose. Bad news.
Using Hindsight to Make Meaning of Experience. Although Denise and Aaron both
described their ten years of experience as educators leading the work of implementing multitiered systems, they had different interpretations of the value of RtI-E for their individual roles
and sensemaking. The impact of participants’ previous work with students with disabilities,
MTSS, and the PS/RtI Project on their sensemaking of the RtI-E series shines through the stories
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they shared during the interviews. The participants in this study had between 10 to 40 years of
experience in education and up to 13 years having responsibilities for MTSS implementation.
They each had a large bank of previous experiences in the field to draw on during the series to
inform their understanding. Sensemaking is grounded in retrospection (Weick, 1995). All of the
participants used hindsight of their previous roles, experiences with the PS/RtI Project, or ways
of work within an MTSS to explain their knowledge of the current state of their districts. Just as
Denise described RtI-E as “repetitive” and Aaron described the series as a reminder based on his
“10 years pushing process,” participants created or chose the most plausible stories to explain the
current state of things. Sandra referenced district policies and her prior roles quite often. She
stated,
Well, I think I've had an extensive background in ESE, so I think it was very beneficial
when having discussions with the team. As to the eligibility process and looking at what
data do you guys have to really move forward. Our district currently does not require an
academic for eligibility, but we are looking at changing that in our 20-21 SP&P… And
when teams are looking at data, what is, I think an academic could really help in the
decision making to see if it really flows with what we're seeing with the child.
Using her prior knowledge as a long-time educator of special education students, Sandra
believed a norm-referenced achievement test was the missing piece in her district that would help
educators make high-stakes decisions about student eligibility for SLD. Sandra shared later that
she often referenced her past experience as a principal while working with her team during RtIE, and her knowledge gained in other district positions helped her make sense of “the importance
of [the processes] and what we do for kids… and is it the right thing for the student.” Sandra
elaborated,
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I think quite often, you know, in being able to speak from that experience. You know, as
a ... My AP experience was at the alternative setting, so a lot of times those kids already
had things in place. But when I got to the principal role, I started to kind of bring back
some of that questioning and got more into the data, because we didn't do a lot of data
chats at the alternative school. So, it really, being able to talk from a school that really
didn't do things because kids already came with the disability factors to having to really
ramp up what we were doing.
Similarly, those who had worked closely with the PS/RtI Project previously often stated
RtI-E was a “refresher” or “re-roll-out” of previous RtI practices pushed across the state. They
used previous trainings led by the PS/RtI Project that they had attended as reference points for
the current work. This was shared above by Aaron in discussing the purpose of the work, and
Sandra similarly stated,
I thought it was a great experience. There were things that we had heard and had been
trained previously way back, but to have it refreshed in our minds of how it's really
supposed to look, knowing that we probably aren't doing it to the T and so it was really a
good reminder, refresher of what it should look like, starting from the school data and
drilling down to individual students.
Kim and many others utilized reflection on past ways of work to make sense of what they
were learning through RtI-E. Most often, participants referenced previous methods of finding
students eligible for SLD by applying the discrepancy model using standardized, norm-reference
assessment that was most common prior to the reauthorization of the federal IDEA in 2004.
Initially Kim described the delivery of content within RtI-E as “blurry,” and then she clarified by
stating,
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But once again, this SLD, you know there's not the 15-point gap anymore, so it's not a
black and white to me. It's not. You could have two students struggling in phonics, but
the outcome that you want is going to look different based on that individual phonetic
weakness, per se. Once again, it's hard to make it, it fits into this box. It's not going to be
like that, it's not.
Kim continued constructing her educator identity and beliefs as she compared her
perspective of significant gaps in student skill level to that of classroom teachers. It was common
for participants to compare their knowledge with classroom teachers or school-level educators
when they described areas where they hoped to see change in district practices. She described,
And then teachers, I think, forget that when a child's making progress and they're
showing that trend up, that we don't need to get consent, even though they're still below
grade level. Like, "Okay, what were you thinking that was going to happen in eight
weeks with your small group?" We got to be realistic and that growth. Because there are
times when I'm like, "What's the significant discrepancy here? I'm not seeing what you
see." So, for me, a significant discrepancy is pretty, like there's a wide gap, but for some
people, it's like this big, and I'm like, "Wait a minute." So that's where it gets blurry, too,
is some of those kind of things, and that's, to me, that's an area we need to work on as a
district.
Theme 2: Teaming
In education, we often discuss key stakeholders in terms of who is at the table based on
their roles or responsibilities. We focus on the stakeholders as individuals, but less often consider
the social environment and team dynamics we ask them to operate within. RtI-E was designed to
be a team-based professional learning opportunity, where school districts could elect up to five

81

district-level participants to attend, as well as a team of up to five leadership team members from
one school within the district. This design was intended to facilitate systems change through
bridging communication and collaboration across levels of the district system. Together, the
district and school-based educators were referred by the RtI-E facilitators as a “change team.”
This theme is about the social environment of district RtI-E teams, in terms of the district climate
they were derived from and the social norms, expectations, and dynamics within the team. The
Teaming theme broke down into two subthemes: sensemaking using who’s at the table and these
are the enactors.
Sensemaking Using Who’s At the Table. Sensemaking theory posits that the makeup of
the social environment or team determines the sensemaking (Weick, 1995). The combined
influence of stakeholders at each district’s table (and notably for the study participants, who was
absent) was indicative of their sensemaking process. In making sense of their RtI-E teams,
participants discussed the ways their teams developed or evolved throughout the series and how
specific team members at their table contributed to their understanding of the content. They
described how their individual understanding of the historical, political, social, and
organizational aspects (Weick, 1995) of their district contributed to their team composition and
collective sensemaking throughout the series. In alignment with sensemaking theory, no two
participants interpreted all aspects of the series the same way. In fact, employees very often
interpret experiences and social expectations in the same school or district differently based on
their positions and other factors. For example, Denise and Kim were from the same district, but
developed different beliefs about the work. Denise tended to focus on her long history within the
district and the ways that other stakeholders inhibited progress, and Kim in contrast described
herself more as a learner and used “I” statements to describe how she made sense of her
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experiences in the series. Although two participants came from a similar context and actively
worked together through the series, they made sense of it in different ways. Thus, the social
norms and reciprocal interactions (Weick, 1995) within teams were critical influences on
participants’ opportunities to make sense of RtI-E. Participants often discussed how the work of
others facilitated or hindered their own sensemaking.
Team Composition. Participants discussed that selection of team members was often
based on who had strong knowledge of MTSS conceptually or from a district systems
perspective, or who was in a district role that delegated them as a decision-maker or gatekeeper
of academic problem solving, tiered interventions, or special education service delivery. These
social expectations or norms heavily influenced who became involved in RtI-E. Aaron stated,
As part of cohort one, we at the district level that attended cohort one, we were all from
ESE. When I was designing it, not designing it. When I was sort of picking who would
go, I really wanted obviously myself. I wanted one or two other ESE supervisors. I'm a
district administrator, but I'm sitting downtown, where if you have some other district
administrators that are more sitting up closer to the school level, right? And so, I wanted
administrators because when I come out with policies and procedures, those are the ones
that are ... They're supervisors. We're colleagues. We just have different roles. But they're
the ones that are pushing the people to do some of those things, right? I'm more, you
know, at that particular point, very few direct reports with regards to bodies, but very
much so policies and procedures. So, I invited folks that were heads of ESE regions. I
invited someone who was in charge of RtI-B, for behavior. I wanted them all there.
Despite the fact that MTSS is designed as a district-wide framework for instructing all
students, the RtI-E series was advertised as focused at least partially on special education
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eligibility for SLD. It became obvious that many participants, like Aaron, focused on developing
teams that included stakeholders involved primarily with special education services, rather than
general education initiatives.
Denise described herself as a “gatekeeper” of district special education eligibility from a
paperwork processing perspective. As she described her RtI-E district team, it became clear she
acted as both the knowledge and process gatekeeper as well as the team facilitator,
So, I was the one that gathered, I was told to gather the paperwork we were supposed to
bring that showed eligibility. So, I did a lot of the background work gathering all of that.
And then, when we sat at the table, and the questions would come up, I would go
through, and I would explain the process because the other people at the table, we had
curriculum coaches, the federal director, and then the two school psychologists. So, the
school psychologists, of course, it was their paperwork that I was going through, and
basically finding fault. The team would see what where the pitfalls were. And so, we
knew where the pitfalls were. But I was kind of the one explaining the process, so to
speak, because they couldn't. And so, I was usually sitting at the table explaining what
was wrong, why it may not have been an eligibility. If it was an eligibility, there were
some, based on what we were learning, major shortcomings.
Denise’s sensemaking of RtI practices within her district is very clearly impacted by her role as a
gatekeeper both on her district RtI-E team, and through the ongoing interpersonal interactions
she has with district staff who want to appease her to direct the process a certain way. The
ongoing nature of sensemaking that is not limited by space and time is represented here as
Denise’s RtI-E team and district social expectations come into play. She elaborated on her
district, stating,
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…it's not uncommon for a principal to get on the phone and just say, "Well, what is it

that's going to make [Denise] happy?" And then, [my director] will say "it's not about
what makes [Denise] happy, it's about the process. The process wasn't followed, and
that's what school psychologist was trying to explain because it was a DNQ [did not
qualify]."
In contrast, Meredith described how her team was developed after she advocated to
attend the series. Similar to Denise, Meredith was a district-based specialist. However, she
described a different image of her personality and beliefs about how she should operate within
her professional role to paint a picture of how her RtI-E team developed:
So, I have the personality where I dive in really deep in trying to understand something.
So, I was supposed to be a specialist going into these schools and being able to know
more than they did and help them implement. So, I had to be on my game with my
knowledge. So, I just research and research and research and would ask around, and that's
how I found out that the Project was supporting our school and that Rachel was [our
Regional Coordinator]. So, I reached out to her constantly to ask her questions. So, that's
how I found out about the RtI-E series, was through Rachel, and then I'm not the district
contact. So, the district contacts were emailed about it, but I knew about it because I had
been talking to Rachel and drilling her with questions constantly.
Meredith continued to describe her RtI-E team:
It ended up being myself and then three school psychologists, a learning disability
program specialist, and then, not the director... Forgetting her title, but like just under the
director. We're the ones that decided to go, and I forget... That's really how I met them
and started to work with them is through that series. So, I don't know if they advocated
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for it, or I don't remember. But I do know those were the... But if I hadn't asked to go, it
wouldn't have happened, which is why we didn't have anybody in cohort two because all
that initiative comes from higher than me, and so I can't…
For Meredith, the series became an opportunity to build a larger professional network within her
district. Because she felt a personal need to strengthen her own knowledge of MTSS to support
the schools she serves, she learned about the PS/RtI Project, sought additional training, and
advocated for a district team to be brought together to attend. Social environments are unique
based on the stakeholders within them (Weick, 1995), and Meredith’s self-advocacy created a
new social environment within her district for sensemaking. She illustrated this new
sensemaking landscape by describing her conversations during the series and how she leveraged
relationships with the psychologists to systemically make changes across tiers of support in their
district:
So, I definitely learned a lot from the school psychologists. They came into the series and
the learning disability program specialists. They came into the series with a ton of
knowledge about intervention and how it should look and what it should look like and
how it relates to an evaluation and eligibility … So, they've taught me a ton, and I've been
their connection to making changes in tier one at schools as well as how to look at data
for tier two and tier three because otherwise, they're not even supposed to work on tier
one or tier two. Like their director has told them only to work with tier three. But they
have very strong opinions about what should be happening in tier one and tier two.
Meredith further acknowledged that the psychologists from her district who attended the series
had limited job roles, so, “It was like the wrong ones because they already were like, ‘Yeah,
yeah, yeah!’ But some of the school psychs, they don't even require graphs. So, they probably
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would have been better to have go,” for the purpose of “pushing their limits a little bit.” Meredith
was able to personally make sense of MTSS through building relationships and teaming with the
psychologists who attended, but she also recognized that bringing district staff to the series who
had less knowledge could shift stakeholder involvement and create potential to build district
capacity for implementing MTSS practices.
Similar to these comments from Meredith, there was a common thread among study
participants that no district had the ideal team composition at their table during the series. Every
team encountered barriers in team dynamics and commitment to the work. Because sensemaking
is inherently social and based on ongoing interactions (Weick, 1995), participants’ sensemaking
was highly dependent on their district’s conceptualization of key stakeholders of RtI practices
and MTSS implementation. Additionally, special education eligibility and specially designed
instruction were the main content area focus only in the last session of each cohort of the series,
so it is likely that participants felt similar to Meredith, that they brought the “wrong” team
members to the series to address the work of strengthening general education practices from the
early units of RtI-E.
Denise described a particular team member who was identified as a key stakeholder of
MTSS and eligibility processes within their district, but was a source of difficulty in making
sense of their district needs and opportunities for action. She stated:
And we kept coming back to the psychologist telling us, you know we would say, "Okay,
so we could do this, this and this." And … He would say, "Oh, but no, you can't do that
because of this. Can't do that." And it would just get frustrating. We just look at each
other and shake our heads. It's like, "Okay, maybe you should go home. And we could
get further without you." It just gets frustrating.
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Denise also described a disconnect between the use of literacy coaches in student-focused
problem solving meetings within the MTSS process to find alternative solutions that might help
students close the gap in their learning. She described an “unwritten rule that literacy coaches
don't get involved.” She continued, “But it should be such a marriage, because supposedly, those
are the people with the vast knowledge of what the curriculum is, and what the resources are.”
The presence and absence of particular team members or district roles was a primary factor in
how participants made sense of RtI-E.
Absent Team Members. Likewise, the absence of school-based team members presented
a major barrier to sensemaking. Communication from the PS/RtI Project through email, website,
and the online learning platform, Thinkific, defined a district “change team” as a district
leadership team of up to five members, and an elementary school leadership team of up to five
members, working “in tandem” to build alignment across each district system, with
representation from roles such as administrative leadership, student support services personnel,
curriculum and instruction, instructional coaches, and MTSS coordinators. However, study
participants did not often use the “change team” language presented by the PS/RtI Project
facilitators, which suggests that study participants made sense of the professional learning design
differently than what was intended by the facilitators. Based on field notes from Cohort 1 Unit 2
of the series, Project staff noted inconsistency in their own use of the term “change team.” Words
and labels are critical in sensemaking and the process of approaching common understanding
relies on interpersonal exchanges (Weick, 1995). The inconsistency in communication across
groups and the variability in terms used for teaming was an obvious barrier to participants’
sensemaking of the RtI-E experience. Additionally, at least one participant held a misconception
about the team member spots allotted to each district participating in RtI-E. Aaron discussed
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briefly in the interview that it would have been helpful to have a school team present with their
district team, and implied that districts had to make a choice between which level team to send to
the series:
Probably because I'm coming to the table as a district team and not necessarily a school
team, because I think in all the information there were options of who's at the table. Is it a
school level team or is it a district level team? … Let's just say in the future you may
want to encourage for those folks that come with a district level team, they want to
consider bringing somebody that's a school site that could actually more immediately turn
some of that stuff around. But that's just the only barrier. I think it's because we're a
district team.
This represents a need for ongoing interactions, calibration, and sensemaking between PS/RtI
Project staff facilitators and RtI-E series participants. It reinforces that the change team language
was not used consistently across the series and this barrier of not having necessary folks involved
in RtI-E presented barriers to sensemaking and enactment.
Although Jaylen, Denise, Sandra, Joleen, Kim, Natalie, and Carol described having both
school and district team involvement at some time during the series, they did not maintain
consistent participation. Meredith also tried to have a school team after the district team had a
positive experience at Unit 1, but when their school team attended Unit 2, they were
disappointed and did not continue since it was decidedly “the least strong of the series,”
according to Meredith and staff field notes. Sandra, Joleen, Natalie, and Denise also expressed
disappointment about the lack of involvement of their school-based team members. Denise
stated:
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We had a mess. I was supposed to be on the school-based because we had so many
people that we thought were district-based, and then our team dropped out. The school
that was targeted to have their school-based team came to the first meeting in Tampa.
And they decided that it was all a bunch of hooey. And they didn't need to attend, it was a
waste of their time. So, they dropped out.
If they did not hold the belief from the outset, most study participants later adopted the view of
school-based team members as essential stakeholders in the learning because of their nearness to
the actual implementation of these practices and their impact on student outcomes. The ongoing,
social, enactive environmental aspects of sensemaking (Weick, 1995) were inherent in the
original design of RtI-E, but perhaps what was communicated to districts at the outset of the
series was not heard in a way that created the team environment intended by the PS/RtI Project.
In email communication and “Setting the Context” webinars to launch each RtI-E cohort,
PS/RtI Project leaders indicated the importance of school-based team members in the
professional learning design. For example, the words “districts and schools” were used in setting
the overall objectives of the series each year to create alignment to build capacity across systems.
Review of documents also revealed that the designated district contact who serves as the liaison
between each district and the PS/RtI Project should have been responsible for registering all team
members as RtI-E participants. As participants experienced the RtI-E series, with some change
teams from neighboring districts remaining in-tact at the table during face-to-face unit days and
engaged in recurring conversations as district teams, some came to their own understanding of
the need for alignment of MTSS policy, practice, and procedures across the levels of their system
as was communicated in the overarching RtI-E objectives. Although sensemaking theory was not
at the forefront of the RtI-E facilitators’ design conversations, the RtI-E design was intentional to
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allow districts to bring together stakeholders necessary for organizational change. The ongoing,
interpersonal design of the RtI-E face-to-face units as a CoP and an environment facilitative of
sensemaking allowed some participants to better make sense of the necessity for both school and
district teams present during the series. At least two participants discussed the utility of having
school-based teams present throughout the series, which will be considered in more depth in the
themes focused on enactment.
These Are the Enactors. The subtheme, these are the enactors, describes the ways
participants believed their team could act as a vehicle for change. Participants described the
utility of their team environment based on the time set aside to engage in sensemaking
conversations, the shifting roles they played on their teams, the fluctuation in stakeholders and
relationships over time, and the drawbacks of a changed global social environment that impacted
opportunities for team-based sensemaking within RtI-E.
Many participants discussed how the series was beneficial because the face-to-face
sessions gave their district teams designated time and space to come together to discuss district
concerns that they might not otherwise have the time to address. Kim stated of the series:
So, I do, I think it came at the time that we needed to be moving forward, and I'm the
type of person that, yep, I have lots of things to do. But when something like this comes
up, okay, then I'm out of the office. I go and I do that. It's easy to say, "Oh, I'll get to that
tomorrow," but when you have meetings and you have a video to watch or you have a,
you know, we come together as a district because we're following up on things. It works
into my, I make it work into my schedule. Other than that, it's easy to say, "Oh, we can do
that next week," and then next week it never comes up. So, it makes you accountable.
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How about that? I like that. It helped to make us accountable as a district to be focusing
on MTSS, and making some of those revisions to what we're already doing.
Kim plainly illustrated that the time set aside to attend RtI-E face-to-face sessions created a team
environment that allowed improvement of MTSS practices to become a priority for her district.
The team was an environment created and maintained by the action of stakeholders coming
together that allowed them to address a specific cause or idea (Weick, 1995). The scheduled
opportunities to come together facilitated their sensemaking and helped them set goals for
enacting change.
Carol, Aaron, and Natalie, engaged in RtI-E across both cohorts and described how they
negotiated their team roles across their experiences in the series. Their active and ongoing
participation and interactions (Weick, 1995) with team members, other district participants, and
Project staff afforded these participants greater opportunities to make sense of their learning.
These participants reinforced the ongoing nature of sensemaking.
Carol described the shifting role she played on her district team across the two cohorts of
RtI-E during the face-to-face sessions. She participated in Cohort 1 of RtI-E essentially on her
own as a team of one member, and her response to the absence of team members was to enact by
proactively advocating for more of her school team members to attend Cohort 2. Then, her role
become more as a team facilitator during Cohort 2. Carol stated,
And I mean, I think it really, the second time around I was able to sort of in a way nearly
sit back and let them digest the knowledge because I thought, "Okay. Finally, it's not
Carol always saying, 'Remember, we have to do this, or let's try and do this, or remember
the state wants us to do this.'" It was so nice. I'm like, "Oh good." And a couple of them
were like, "You always said that!" I'm like, "I know." So, it was very nice for them to
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hear it from someone else, not just hear it from me. And then of course participating the
second time helped deepen my knowledge and understanding and also helped solidify
things that we had talked about wanting to put in place and things like that. So, it was
very useful, very useful.
Carol demonstrated the benefit ongoing sensemaking in the series both for herself across cohorts,
and among her teammates who were able to negotiate their learning by communicating these
ideas with participants from other districts who also attended the F2F sessions. As Carol first
confronted an environment without team members and then each new participant added to her
team, she had an opportunity to respond in some way (e.g., speak, listen, question, ignore) to the
activity (e.g., person, conversation) presented to her. The continuous shifting activity of the
environment is what allows individuals and teams to enact (Weick, 1995).
These participants also discussed the influence of changes in district stakeholders over
time on their sensemaking. Like Carol, Aaron made sense of his Cohort 1 team as unable to do
the work they desired and responded by enacting a new environment of team members for
Cohort 2. Aaron discussed how moving from a team of ESE leaders only to include district
leaders from general education curriculum and instruction in Cohort 2 completely shifted their
team dynamics and sensemaking to one that created capacity for enactment of the content:
I was in cohort one, and they're talking to us about re-rolling things out, and reminding
us, and we're bringing this back to the district. It was already going in that particular
direction, and it kind of solidified it. Hey, this is a curriculum and instruction issue. This
is, the better investment is in tier one and tier two to avoid tier three in ESE … So, now
we roll over to cohort two and there's two ESE people and three curriculum and
instruction Gen Ed people. Now it's different. Now we're actually doing something with
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module one and module two because these are the folks … All of a sudden, you've got
two ESE and you've got three of those folks, and now, "Okay. How do we roll over this
information when we're training Gen Ed teachers, when we're having conversations with
school site administrators?" Right? Now we're talking about walkthroughs, and formal
observations, and look-fors, and now we're having a conversation about what you should
see and you shouldn't see. Now the conversation is going a little bit, and now stuff can be
turned around. Information can be converted into action a bit more easily. So, that's been
my experience; the difference between cohort one and cohort two.
While Aaron was in a role to select his team of enactors, Natalie did not have a hand in choosing
who would attend RtI-E from her district, but she became the district representative, team
facilitator, and voice who carried over across cohorts. She viewed her role as an opportunity to
facilitate sensemaking for the schools she was supporting within her district, but also described
the barriers of working with the specific school team selected to participate in Cohort 2. Despite
the fact that the PS/RtI Project recommended the composition of change teams to promote
implementation of RtI-E practices, school or district teams that mirrored the recommended roles
did not guarantee enactment of the content. Natalie described her team dynamics over time,
stating:
The first Cohort was our district team. So, it was school psychs, school resource teachers,
our bosses, our higher ups. … I feel like it kind of, wasn't a repeat but it kind of was. So,
I had had a nice foundation from one to two to where I could help support the schools,
and then the second Cohort was a school-based team that I was a part of. That was a
school, I guess, our district had selected to go. Because, they started listening to me, he
decided... it was a new principal, he decided... they really kind of did need a whole MTSS
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overhaul because they didn't understand it. They didn't really want to do it. That's the
thing, they think it's something else to do. Yeah, the progress monitoring is annoying.
Yes, entering it into Enrich is annoying. It's an extra thing you have to do, but it's already
good teaching, it's already something that you do.
Because Natalie, Aaron, and Carol spent two years engaged in the series, they often
discussed the bigger picture of their districts, both historically and futuristically. They could
make sense of the social environments or team dynamics of their RtI-E teams using their beliefs
about their broader district infrastructures and ways of work. Natalie saw a bleaker vision of the
future of her district, stating, “It's disappointing to see if I take something and I go to a training, I
try to implement it and take what I've learned and it's sad when you see other people who don't
generally do that.” She concluded, “I mean, we still kind of do, even with our change team from
the district going through it the first time with the first cohort, everything is still kind of the
same. Nothing's really changed which is unfortunate.” In Natalie’s district, the RtI-E team
environments they enacted each year constrained their ability to enact the practices endorsed
within RtI-E, which Natalie attributed to their lack of understanding and because, “They didn’t
really want to do it.” When Natalie’s team members faced the RtI-E series, they made sense of
the professional learning by creating a team environment of beliefs that led to maintaining the
status quo. In contrast, Aaron and Carol expressed hope as they anticipated the future of their
districts based on their experiences facilitating conversations across district departments or with
additional team members. The team structures they enacted, particularly in Cohort 2, led to
ongoing conversations about how to enact the practices of RtI-E. The contrasts between
participants’ perspectives demonstrates how their impressions of their team environment shape
their beliefs about their district systems’ adaptability to change.
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Finally, study participants reiterated the value of the team environment as they reflected
on the radical pivot in our global climate and all ways of work due to the COVID-19 pandemic.
Sensemaking is highly dependent on the social makeup of the environment. Within the COVID19 pandemic, social distancing became a necessity which undoubtedly changed the landscape of
professional learning and teamwork. This was especially true for Cohort 2 teams and participants
who had plans for ongoing work within their district. Referencing the final face-to-face session
of Cohort 2 that had to be completed as asynchronous online modules, Aaron stated:
And I wish we would've done it together. In this virtual world, I'm not too sure. I mean, it
would've been something a bit crazy to try to figure out, but this was the moment. This
was the moment that me and my ESE counterpart could've looked at the Gen Ed folks in
the eyes and said, "This is why we need you to do these things. This is why it's not best
practice. This is why it's the law. This is why I ask you to fill out all this paperwork.
Aaron emphasized the value of face-to-face team time where key stakeholders across district
departments have opportunities to engage in critical conversations that build shared vision,
mission, and beliefs about the work within an MTSS. The opportunity for Cohort 2 participants
to make sense of Unit 3, the culmination of their learning across the series, and their ongoing
work was severely limited by this global, environmental shift. With teams unable to meet faceto-face in the same physical space, the activity of their team environment contrasted the first two
units whereby RtI-E activities were designed as online modules that could be completed
individually to abide by COVID-19 social distancing protocols. Further, participants had to
choose how and whether to respond within their RtI-E team environment that was
simultaneously confronted with new individual (e.g., personal/family responsibilities, job roles)
and collective demands (e.g., district safety protocols, resource distribution) as a result of
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COVID-19. Many study participants who acknowledged the COVID-19 pandemic revealed that
as representatives of many district teams, initiatives, and job roles, they chose to focus on their
direct response to district needs of COVID-19 in the Spring of 2020 rather than enacting
practices of RtI-E.
Theme 3: Community Learning Expectations
Sensemaking is inherently social, meaning that even if the focus is on sensemaking
within an individual, their sensemaking is contingent on others in their environment, or their
perceived influence of others or what they predict that others will do (Weick, 1995). Although
the RtI-E series was designed as a community of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991) where
educators meet together over a shared concern to focus on improving their practices, participants
held different expectations for interacting across districts and with PS/RtI Project staff. RtI-E
presentation slides and communication documents included CoP language, but participants
actually never described the professional learning series using the words “community of
practice” during the interviews. Some shared specific examples of knowledge they learned or
“stole” from other districts during face-to-face sessions or described individual relationships they
leveraged within their local setting, but most shared more general remarks about hearing from
the other districts or “soaking things in” from series participants or Project staff. Rather than
describing RtI-E as an opportunity to meet and learn collaboratively with educators across the
state, participants more frequently described learning from others.
Hearing from Others. Participants in the study frequently cited the face-to-face sessions
as the most beneficial design element of the RtI-E series. Natalie described the benefits of
multiple ways to access the content and interact with district teams and Project staff within the
community of practice:

97

I really liked having the modules and stuff to read and have something like in my hand,
but also the face-to-face connection and being able to talk it through and you all doing
those while walking through on Thinkific through the modules, definitely, definitely
helped. It helps make that connection and being able to hear what other people are doing
and then hearing you all present the information, I've enjoyed it. I think it was done very
well.
Natalie believed that space to “talk it through” allowed her to better make sense of the content of
the series. Field notes from F2F sessions also reinforced that the district share-out times during
the series helped teams “realize where we need to start.” At the same time, some districts were
observed disengaged during the sessions when the district team sharing their experiences were
perceived as dissimilar. Field notes from Unit 4 of Cohort 1 also reflected impressions among
Project staff that series participants “misunderstood” the community of practice design even after
a year of participation. Facilitators needed to reiterate the purpose of the F2F sessions as a statewide community of learners focused on systemic beliefs and practice changes. Instead, some
participants’ expectations for the RtI-E learning environment seemed to be coordinated by their
experience in previous professional learning activities or what they believed would most quickly
facilitate an action step toward implementing the series content. In these cases, participants’
retrospective experiences with professional learning and most plausible solutions may have been
more potent influences on their sensemaking than hearing from others within the CoP design
(Weick, 1995).
Jaylen, on the other hand, shared her belief that learning from other districts during the
face-to-face events of the series was one of the most powerful aspects of professional learning.
While the CoP language was not used explicitly, Jaylen reinforced the benefits of a CoP

98

approach to professional learning and Learning Forward’s (2011) standard of learning in
community because the conversation helped her district team reconsider an old district practice
that could support their current needs:
I think a lot of the examples shared, we always shared back those like examples we hear
from some of the districts as some of the most powerful pieces in PDs when you have
other districts sharing their key practices. We would always share back some good key
practices, thinking about being one of the examples they shared on how they would do
like a mini case review on some of their artifacts that they were collecting in the district
related to eligibility and cases, and review like what were the strengths of those artifacts?
And like what were like areas of concern? And we used to do a similar process but we
had moved away from that. So just again, just thinking about how do we even look at just
the artifacts some of our schools are producing and the types of decisions. Seeing how
they're documenting types of decisions they're making. Like could that be a piece that we
as a smaller group reflect on to help us move forward.
A CoP design is intended to promote idea and resource sharing across stakeholders so they can
be adapted to fit local needs (Lave & Wenger, 1991). Kim made sense of the community of
practice design by describing opportunities to “steal” ideas from other districts. Field notes also
documented instances where participants at the F2F shared they would take strategies or
resources from other districts rather than inventing a whole new system. Kim stated:
I like face to face. I like to sit there and take notes. I like the opportunity, there were a
couple of times where you did the around-the-room walkthrough, where there's different
things that you're with other people, not necessarily your district, and I feel very strongly
that I like when we have opportunities to see what other districts are doing, hear about
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things. Because then obviously if somebody's created that wheel, I don't want to recreate
it. I want to, once again, steal it, shift it to fit our district needs.
Meredith described a conversation she had with a nearby district at a face-to-face event
during the series. She was able to make sense of her district’s approach to academic problem
solving by having conversations with another district and making comparison across settings:
I remember asking [a district team]. One of the series talked about the standard protocol
approach versus a problem-solving approach, and that [the district], I believe, was
moving from... I forget now even which one. They were moving from one to the other,
and that was the opposite of what we were kind of considering doing. So, I talked to them
about it. And this wasn't related to the project. But it did make me feel more comfortable
reaching out to [another district] and finding out who their contacts were, and then it was
like, "Oh, you went to the series." Yeah. It was, you know, kind of a starting ground for
that.
Meredith was able to apply the social, ongoing, and identity construction aspects of sensemaking
(Weick, 1995) using RtI-E as a “starting ground” to build relationships and confidence
communicating with nearby districts for support. However, she found it difficult to learn along
with districts because:
We were mostly as our own team. And so that part. So, I really liked hearing what
districts were doing. But I found myself dreading any of the activities that involved
mixing and mingling and trying to figure out next best steps or whatever with other
districts. It's like I wanted to be able to drill down to our specific issues within our district
and take this information and figure out what change would look like or what we need to
make changes with just specifically at our district and then in terms of talking to other
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districts would be like, "Hey, we're having a..." If we could have had a longer
conversation with, "We're having an issue with this, and apparently, you have a strength
in this, what is it that you do that we can..." But sometimes just hearing, it was hard to
relate to it. So, it's hard to relate to [a nearby district] and how they run things because
they're huge. So, I did like it when we were grouped by size districts. That was helpful
because it was more relatable. But it did seem like by the time you kind of like, "Oh,
what's your district like? Oh, what's your structure like?" Then time would be up. It was
kind of just like, "Oh, oh, oh." But in terms of taking something from them or learning
from them and being able to kind of like ingest it and then use it, that never was able to
happen.
Meredith sometimes dreaded conversations with other districts during the series because she felt
they did not have enough time to have the full breadth of conversation that would have led to a
change in practices, or the districts were too dissimilar demographically or structurally to find
common ground. Although she saw these conversations as barriers, it is possible that recognizing
contrasts between districts also may have reinforced her understanding of her district structures
and needs. Denise shared that interacting with other districts sometimes presented as a barrier to
her sensemaking because, “…some of the other counties were struggling just as much as we
were. Because when we had that little share sessions, and you would talk to other people, they're
like, ‘Yeah, well we're not real sure.’" While conversations with dissimilar district teams might
reduce ambiguity by clarifying local district infrastructure, conversations where all participants
felt stuck in unhelpful ways of work hindered the type of sensemaking that would overtly benefit
the district through increased knowledge, skills, and practices. Hearing from others in the RtI-E
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series was less about sensemaking through “shared meaning” of the content and more about
using exchanges to meet individual participant or team agendas (Weick, 1995, p.41).
Ask the Experts. Another dimension of the Community Learning Expectations theme is
represented by relationships between participants and PS/RtI Project staff. Some of the
participants in this study discussed their expectations for the series as an opportunity to learn
what to do from the experts. Participants made comparisons using their individual educator
identities (Weick, 1995) often referring to Project staff as “experts” or “mentors” rather than
viewing themselves as leaders and partners in the work of educational systems change. This
request for expert advice also represented individual participants’ social expectations or
perceived norms (Weick, 1995) for working with Project staff. Finally, some participants used
“we” language, indicating that their team or district maintained a shared frame of reference
(Weick, 1995) for certain outcomes when interacting with Project Staff. Participants shared that
their expectations were often to gain knowledge or actionable practices directly from Project
staff based on their perceived expertise or ranking. While educational systems increasingly ask
children to choose problem solving strategies and think independently rather than relying on the
knowledge-dump method of instruction, some adult participants of RtI-E were hoping to “get
answers” in this way. Meredith illustrated the expert power of Project staff when she described
this moment for her team within the series:
On one of the case studies, at the conclusion, we said we would not have found the
student eligible because we were seeing a positive trend line that would eventually close.
But I think it was Ross [the Project Director who] said that they would have gone ahead,
like as a team. Hypothetically speaking, they would have found the student eligible. We
were like, "Whoa, what?" So that struck up a lot of conversation on that case study. So, it
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was kind of frustrating really because... not frustrating, I guess, but like... our knowledge
base was really strong at that point. We worked together a lot, and the school psychs were
very strong with it, and the graph seemed to be so clear that eventually the gap was going
to close. So, the idea that the Project, who were like our mentors and guiding us and
knew more and all this, had a different take on that, it highlighted just we had a lot of
questions that we still needed to talk about and then also how subjective everything is.
Denise shared during the interview that she hoped to learn answers to questions about
implementing MTSS, RtI, and eligibility practices within her district, but she often left the faceto-face sessions disappointed or more confused. She wanted to use interactions with PS/RtI
Project staff to make sense of the work, but felt that members of the facilitation team withheld
knowledge from district participants:
And when I would ask questions, if some of my team members didn't want to ask, I
would ask. I didn't always get answers. We were sometimes, "Well, let me go get so and
so, maybe they can answer." And then that person would come over. But we felt they
were not allowed to give us the answers that we wanted. So, that was very frustrating as
well. And I don't know that it was intentional. I really don't know why. Maybe we were
jumping ahead too far with some of our questions. But I know there were a couple of
times we asked at our table, and we didn't get clarification. Sometimes I felt like some of
the people that were there on the team, not real sure what their part was. You know what
I mean? …Like they may not... I think I knew more than they did. In some cases, maybe,
maybe not. And in some cases, maybe it was they were told no, don't give that
information, they wanted to roll it all out so everybody heard everything at the same time.
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With respect to engaging with PS/RtI Project staff within RtI-E, participants often used
their beliefs about top-down educational systems as a lens to make sense of knowledge and skills
should be acquired within the RtI-E series. This led to a belief among participants that they
would leave the RtI-E Professional Learning Series with concrete answers from Project staff to
reform their largest systemic barriers. Project staff members indicated in field notes from the
Cohort 1 Unit 1 face-to-face sessions that series participants and staff had to negotiate what the
face-to-face series was about because participants arrived at the sessions with ideas that were not
always consistent with what was intended in the design by PS/RtI Project staff. Field notes from
face-to-face sessions also documented that series participants asked facilitators for
“suggestions,” called on the Project Director or specific members of the facilitation team for
“answers,” or asked, “what is the state going to do?” during the sessions. Thus, while an active
sensemaking process was taking place among participants and staff as they responded to RtI-E,
not all members of the CoP arrived at the same meaning or purpose of the professional learning
design. Additional exchanges to negotiate interpretations were necessary in order for staff and
district participants to engage effectively in the learning environment on several levels. Project
staff needed to reduce the ambiguity of the novel RtI-E series design and purpose. Misaligned
organizational expectations about the purpose of the professional learning opportunity likely led
to additional confusion, and a commitment among participants to an outcome that differed from
the one the RtI-E facilitators were trying to achieve. While organizational facilitators of
sensemaking were at play here (i.e., commitment, expectations, beliefs about capacity; Maitlis &
Sonenshein, 2010; Weick, 1988), the directional nature of professional learning and the Project
mission of building state capacity for MTSS were understood and enacted differently. In essence,
participants and RtI-E facilitators were still able to engage jointly in the action of participating
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RtI-E series, making sense of the experience and content, but the defined outcomes of the series
differed among stakeholders (Weick, 1995).
The expectations shared among many study participants and organizationally across
teams were for clear communication of stepwise processes from Project staff to address specific
district barriers, rather than facilitated and ongoing collaborative conversations across districts.
There were obvious discrepancies between the CoP design intended by the PS/RtI Project
facilitation team and RtI-E series participants. In some cases, participants seemed to expect more
of a traditional “sit and get” training, which is misaligned with what the literature defines as
well-designed professional learning (Croft et al., 2010; Learning Forward, 2011). It is
understandable then that some district leaders felt frustrated as they perceived a lack of progress
and expressed difficulty making sense of the information, because what they received from the
series did not align with their individual or professional learning expectations.
Theme 4: Making Connections
The sensemaking characteristic, “focused on and by extracted cues” (Weick, 1995, p.49),
was critical in educators’ sensemaking of RtI-E. Weick describes extracted cues as “simple,
familiar structures that are seeds from which people develop a larger sense of what may be
occurring” (Weick, 1995, p.50). Cues both come from context and create context (Weick, 1995).
They help educators make connections between best practices, what is occurring in their settings,
and bridge the discrepancies in between. The study participants and RtI-E series facilitators
brought or introduced extracted cues throughout the series to help educators make sense of the
professional learning activities and content. Participants utilized scenarios with students,
teachers, or educator teams and current district concerns as reference points or examples from
which to learn. In their interviews, participants often mentioned the digestible versions of state
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policy, big ideas or agreements that facilitate MTSS shared by Project staff as important cues
that facilitated their sensemaking. Field notes also showed that RtI-E teams asked for additional
cues from Project staff during the face-to-face sessions. Because professional learning is focused
on increasing positive outcomes for educators and students, participants often ascribed value to
cues based on whether they facilitated growth or prohibited action. While Weick (1995)
describes cues as closely tied to action, the cues that participants identified as barriers to action
appear important to their sensemaking as well.
Cues Derived from Context. The dimension, Cues Derived from Context, describes the
prior knowledge, beliefs, and experiences participants used to make sense of RtI-E. Cues coming
from participants’ district settings were both facilitative and inhibitory of their action. Cues
introduced by participants often included specific intervention programs or databases, district
infrastructures, and personnel or job roles.
Natalie discussed multiple tiers of instruction and intervention as it is designed in her
district based on the work of Buffum, Mattos, and Malone (2018). This conceptualization of RtI
was the seed that Natalie used as a reference to make sense of the MTSS in her district. She
wrestled to make sense of the tiers of support when the context of the cue within her district
appeared different than what was introduced through the RtI-E series:
So, we follow a thing called... it's RtI at Work by Mike Mattos, and Buffum, and all of
them, and it's basically that Tier 1 and Tier 2 is fluid. Which is kind of, something that
you all do too, but it's... We have taken out, I guess, the progress monitoring piece of Tier
2. So, I guess, that was hard to wrap our head around, and still make the connection how
that works looking at our model.
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In this case, Natalie is trying to reconcile “different interpretations of common events” (Weick,
1995, p.53), namely Buffum and colleagues’ (2018) description of Tier 2, Tier 2 as introduced
by Project Staff, and Tier 2 as she understands it operating within her local context.
Part of sensemaking that appears important in a CoP (when practices are expected to
differ among participants to maintain their contextual relevance) is that participants should
increase in comfortability adopting practices that work and leaving behind aspects that are less
helpful to their own understanding. For Weick (1995), this means attending to certain cues and
ignoring others. A CoP is not designed to require all participants to execute a practice in the
exact same way. Rather, it is a space for educators across settings to come together to improve
their collective ways of work by sharing what works based on their individual experiences.
PS/RtI Project staff facilitated conversation around what is best practice and critical elements of
MTSS, but they relied on individual districts to share realistic ways of implementing and decide
how to incorporate practices most appropriate for their local contexts. This idea is supported by
Meredith when she stated:
But sometimes just hearing, it was hard to relate to it. So, it's hard to relate to [a nearby
district] and how they run things because they're huge. So, I did like it when we were
grouped by size districts. That was helpful because it was more relatable.
A true CoP design should facilitate active sharing of resources, examples, facilitators and
barriers (i.e., cues) that help others enhance their own practices. Meredith made sense of the
varying experiences among districts by interpreting information from size-alike districts as
helpful resources to respond to, and experiences from districts of other sizes as less useful
information that her team could leave behind. Likewise, PS/RtI Project staff notes from face-toface sessions also revealed that during share-out activities some districts wanted more sharing
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between districts including a repository where districts could upload resources for all to access,
while at least one district team was reported to have disengaged from the activity because the
team who was presenting represented demographics dissimilar to their own. Thus, district size
and other demographic variables served as important cues that participants weighed in their
responses to the content shared during the series.
Within district teams, some participants experienced difficulties that demonstrate how
particular job responsibilities can serve as sensemaking cues within professional learning. Denise
shared:
We believed that the school psychologists, which had been with us for a number of years,
and gone through many, many, many trainings, we believed that they -- well heavens, I
sat at the same meetings that they sat in. And we believed that they were going back to
the school providing training and education. And we were kind of wrong. They were not
imparting information the way it should be. Part of that is that … I mean no disrespect,
but they're just not leaders. They don't have that leadership in them, and they don't feel
like they should be telling anybody to do anything.
For Denise, her beliefs about the personality of the school psychologists and their role as
gatekeepers to the work was a critical cue from her district context that she used to make sense of
the lack of enactment. Weick (1995) also describes cues as facilitating the phenomenon of selffulfilling prophecies because cues cause individuals and organizations to focus in on something
with intent to act on that stimuli. When they act, they reinforce what they believed initially about
the cue and their beliefs about the context from which the cue came. Denise very clearly made
notice of the psychologists’ lack of ideas or actions and felt stymied by this rhetoric that she
observed both within her RtI-E team and in the ways of work within her district. Thus, the
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sensemaking process does not always facilitate a qualitatively positive change or an increase in
educators’ knowledge, attitudes, skills, or practices through professional learning. Sensemaking
can, in fact, reinforce existing knowledge and beliefs from one’s context. What appears like
inaction in a professional learning setting might actually be a form of sensemaking as educators
reinforce their preexisting beliefs.
Kim felt that a barrier to her understanding was the lack of clarity. She “wanted answers”
and a place to start the work. In reference to reducing ambiguity of district processes, she stated:
In a way, sometimes we haven't, and so what I feel like has happened is the things that
did, and I'm looking over because my MTSS little cart is over to the side. Things that did,
like "Whoo! Light bulb clicked on,” I'd take that paper with me and put in a separate
folder so that we could as a district team say, "Okay, what can we do about this?" Or
"What do we need to do?" Or "How do we need to disseminate this to the teachers?"
As discussed previously, the participant request for answers from Project staff was common
among educators in RtI-E, confirmed both through the study interviews and field notes.
However, the request not only represents the social expectations between district personnel and
Project staff, but also the necessity of these “simple, familiar structures” (Weick, 1995, p.50) that
act as guideposts in uncharted territory. Uncertainty breeds difficult emotions and because
sensemaking is a very social process, emotions and personal beliefs play a role in how sense is
made. Even though these participants felt thwarted by incongruent ideas, job role expectations,
or lack of concrete answers, they were still making sense (i.e., reducing ambiguity) of RtI-E by
applying labels or phrases to define their experiences and identifying places where they required
additional support within their district.
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Cues Creating Context. The dimension, Cues Creating Context, describes the cues
introduced by the PS/RtI Project to help participants contextualize their learning. In the data,
participants often described cues introduced by the Project as “a starting point,” “aha moment,”
“lightbulb moment,” an idea that “hit home,” “brought to light,” or when the “lightbulb clicked
on.” Cues have tremendous power in directing movement toward enactment (Weick, 1995)
because they narrow the attention of participants on particular aspects of the event at the expense
of other characteristics or influencing factors.
In developing content and messaging for the RtI-E series, Project staff created handouts
that simplified main ideas and provided visuals to aid in understanding. Throughout both cohorts
of the series, facilitators presented and referenced “The Five Big Ideas,” which represented five
core beliefs educators should adopt to facilitate a strong MTSS framework, as well as a visual
representation of Florida’s four-pronged eligibility criteria for SLD (these graphics can be found
in Appendix F). These and other handouts were repeatedly acknowledged as supportive of
participants’ sensemaking processes and undoubtedly narrowed participants’ focus at the
expense of other competing priorities. Aaron said it this way:
But there's just a couple slides there where, "Hey. Listen. Everybody, either you need to
provide it, laminate it. You need to provide it on some sort of cardstock and say, every
time we meet, you need to have this available because it's all going to tie back, it's all
going to tie back to purpose." And so, there's about two or three slides over there in
module one that carry over through the whole thing, and that really helped me out. That
was something that was impactful … Those one or two slides way early in module one
really brought that in. I was really able to grasp how all the pieces I've always pushed out
really helped with the one big idea.
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In addition to pictorial representations of the content, Project staff introduced two case
studies about students named Penny and Leonard to move participants through an application of
the problem solving process across the year-long commitment of the RtI-E series. Utilizing case
studies that include contextually relevant data to practice skills is one example of providing
professional learning that is job-embedded (Croft et al., 2010). Through the RtI-E case study
simulations, participants were asked to make connections to their own district and school
practices. Carol reflected on the utility of the case study when she stated:
I know we sort of dipped into Leonard a lot. I feel like I know Leonard really well now
because it's been two years with Leonard. I'm like, "I really want to meet him at this
point." I was like, "We have lots of Leonards." Leonard just hit home because I'm like,
"Oh, that's just like Apollo, that's like Johnny." You know what I mean. So that was nice.
Carol made connections between the case study and students in her district who exhibited similar
characteristics to help her understand the complex frameworks of MTSS, RtI, and eligibility
decision-making. Sandra similarly stated:
I like the case studies that we worked through, that one case study, I thought that was
good … Yeah. What I found somewhat difficult was when we did the round robins and
the data was there... I really like the just focusing on the child and then having data there
and just really looking at it. But I know that the round robin stuff was looking at the
bigger picture and starting to drill down, and I think that's where we lack, and I think we
need to ramp that up with our schools and that you really need to start with that data
school wide to see if it's a systemic issue and not a child's concern.
Here, Sandra recognized that not only was the content important, but her district actually needed
to spend more time making sense of the process of “looking at the bigger picture and starting to
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drill down” that was introduced through RtI-E professional learning engagement activities.
Sandra described how her discomfort using schoolwide data in this activity became a cue that
helped her contextualize a district process and consider where to take action.
The iconic illustration of MTSS in literature and practice is a triangle with three layers of
green, yellow, and red to represent the increasing intensity of instruction. In another activity
introduced by the Project during a face-to-face session, teams were asked to identify the shape of
their MTSS triangle based on the size, or percentage of students, in each tier of support. Denise
made sense of a disproportionality problem in her district with regards to providing students with
appropriate instruction and interventions when she stated:
Oh, you know, we have far too many kids in the RtI. I mean, when we go to those
meetings, and you show that triangle, and we should only be having 2% or 3%. Oh my.
Either our kids are very, very low functioning, or we are not doing something right. And
we sit at the table, and we say even if we don't have an 80%, and we say, let's just say
70%, we still have overwhelming amount of kids that need intervention. So, that's either
telling me we have teachers that are horrible. We have principals that maybe aren't
expecting the teachers to do what they should be doing, or the curriculum you're choosing
is really, really poor. But there's something majorly wrong. And I think that is a starting
point, needs to be looked at.
Participants cited the visuals and tabletop conversations within the “My Triangle” activity as
cues that helped facilitate sensemaking about the current needs of their multi-tiered systems.
Their attention was narrowed to the part of their system experiencing the greatest difficulty (e.g.,
Tier 1, Tier 2, or Tier 3). Likewise, PS/RtI Project staff field notes revealed that the sensemaking
that occurred in response to a tabletop sorting activity to help teams determine where their
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student data was located across the tiers produced a new understanding for some districts that
“most of it happens at tier 1,” which helped participants concentrate on a possible place to
intervene first within their school or district system to enact the most change.
Carol also illustrated the value of extracted cues when she described a Project staff
member’s example to clarify applications of decision rules for special education eligibility:
This was something that was a bit of an aha moment for us. Whenever, and I'm sure it
was Ross [the Project Director] that was up talking, it must have been maybe the last one
of last year, whenever we were talking about eligibility for SLD, and I can remember the
slide because I took a picture of it and texted the team. And it was along the lines,
basically they were saying a student, what does substantially deficient ... and how behind
are they? And it was as slide where basically he said you know, their standardized data
might be between the 10th and 15th percentile, like somewhere within that low range.
And I remember being like, "Click, send that." Because for us, I mean we're very data
driven in our school. But like I said, sometimes that data's at the 40th percentile and
things like that. So, I know they've never wanted to hinge on giving definite numbers, but
that was a bit of an aha moment to really show parents, what does it really mean to be
two or more years behind? Or how low really is your data to sort of qualify? So,
quantifying things a little bit was very helpful. And I know it's not necessarily a hard and
fast rule per se, but it was a good idea to give us ... You know, because I worry that
sometimes you would over qualify kids sort of saying, "Oh, they're not successful." I'm
like, "It's not that simple. It's about the slope. It's not about this." So that was helpful, to
see that.
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In a data-driven culture, some of the most frequently cited cues that helped participants make
sense of (and improve) their practices were those that introduced visual representations,
quantified otherwise abstract scenarios, and closely mirrored participants’ current realities.
However, staff field notes from early face-to-face sessions revealed that participants were
sometimes frustrated by vague policy language. Staff field notes documented a series participant
stating, “you are leaving us with words that are hard to pin down, like ‘primarily.’ I think we all
agree that we need to look at subgroups, but how do we determine if it is the primary influence?”
In this case, specific words were noticed as cues by participants, but they had difficulty making
meaning of the words for their district contexts, and thus responded by speaking up about their
uncertainty in the session.
Even for a veteran district leader who felt that RtI-E was a repeat of previous trainings
about MTSS, Aaron summarized the importance of utilizing cues and language to increase the
clarity of the process:
I think, for me, because I was part of the original rollout and cohort one, I found that the
information provided in the RtI-E really... What's the word? I don't think it's
consolidated, but really made it real concise how I could explain the whole process,
because when you go to explain something, sometimes it takes you a couple paragraphs
and sometimes you can get right to the point. I really needed the original rollout. I really
needed cohort one so that right now in cohort two it comes off the tongue. If you can
imagine, I've been in this 10 years. It comes off the tongue a whole lot easier. You've
done a real, real, real, real good job maybe succinctly communicating the message. And
I'm writing stuff down saying, "Wow. That's so much better said than I've ever said it. Let
me write that down!" And so, for me personally, the RtI-E piece really, really condensed,
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really focused how I understand and how I communicate this whole process. That's how
it's helped me personally.
With time and repetition allowing for a greater number of cues, Aaron was able to make sense of
the complex process of MTSS implementation and eligibility. Consistently, participants across
the study acknowledged the need for more time to engage with the material and with district
colleagues to develop understanding. As illustrated by Aaron, sensemaking is not a time-bound
process (Weick, 1995). Participants wanted to make connections to their local setting and past
experiences. High quality professional learning uses existing structures and also introduces new
and relevant cues to guide learning. Participants had the least confidence making sense of their
learning when the cues introduced through conversations with other districts did not parallel their
own experiences, or when information emphasized in RtI-E by Project staff was presented in
vague policy language.
Theme 5: Expected Outcomes
Participants approached the series with varied expectations about the impact of the
professional learning on their district outcomes. The sensemaking process focuses on how actors
recognize events, interpret or make meaning of them, and ultimately respond to the event (Weick
et al., 2005). In RtI-E, participants sought to make meaning of the series and respond to obtain
certain results for their districts. Even though all of the participants described aspirations for a
more unified way of work at some point during their interviews, three participants made sense of
RtI-E by defining outcomes from the start of their participation in the series as aligned with adult
learning theory (Knowles, 1980, 1984; Learning Forward, 2011). These participants held clear
aspirations for what their district would achieve through the series or took early action with
hopes to clarify their collective understanding. Two participants relied heavily on their district’s
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goals and objectives for the series as a collective organization rather than their individual
agendas and the third participant had a clear desired outcome for the school team invited to the
series.
This theme demonstrates clear connections to Weick’s (1988) organizational facilitators
of collective “commitment, expectations, and capacity” (p.305) and is defined by participants’
focus on potential outcomes developed at their initial engagement in RtI-E. Some of the clearest
reflections of Expected Outcomes were articulated by Jaylen, Joleen, and Sandra. Not only did
Jaylen seek out objectives for her own role and participation, but she described clear goalsetting
among her combined school and district teams (i.e., change team) in Cohort 1 of the series.
Throughout her interview, Jaylen spoke using inclusive “we/us” language, indicating that she
was making sense of RtI-E using her experiences as part of an organization or system, more than
her individual beliefs and experiences. When asked about how she became involved in RtI-E she
stated:
I want to say the invite came from our student services division director. And obviously
because it was MTSS involved, and thinking about eligibility, but to think about
eligibility, you have to obviously consider a foundational ground up, tier one. So, we
were tagged in through that manner. And, also through the district, knowing that there
was a need, there still is a need, to tighten the systems and the decision making around
ESE eligibility as well as MTSS tiered supports, tier one on up. So, there is just a definite
felt need around, "Yeah, we really need to maybe do some reflective practices. So, this
training will help us reflect on our current reality and then think about, what are our
highlights, our celebrations, what are our opportunities for growth? And then like, how
do we move forward as a group?"
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From the start, Jaylen and her team understood RtI-E as a long-term opportunity to help their
district build capacity for MTSS from the “foundational ground up.” Her statements reflect
organizational sensemaking, where the individuals on the team interacted to define their mutual
understanding as a district entity (Maitlis & Sonenshein, 2010; Weick, 1995). She described a
systems-level expectation when she stated there was a “definite felt need” for honest reflection
about current districtwide processes, procedures, and practices. She also indicated the
organizational social expectations and commitment to examine “highlights… celebrations…
opportunities for growth” within the series and to develop action steps to move the district
forward.
She followed up by clarifying, “By the way, I was in cohort one which I want to say it
was two years ago. So, there's another MTSS who was also in cohort two. One of my other
colleagues went for cohort two.” This clarification indicates that the district had a clear systemslevel commitment to build capacity by sending one person in Jaylen’s district role to the RtI-E
series each year. Organizational commitment to a plan, regardless of how it turns out, is a
characteristic of systemic sensemaking (Maitlis & Sonenshein, 2010; Weick, 1988). Overall,
Jaylen’s understanding of how she became involved in RtI-E reveals the district belief about
their collective capacity for change. Weick (1995) would argue that when people in an
organization link their beliefs, norms, or expectations (a clearer frame in this case), to a less
mutually understood action, they demonstrate an important aspect of sensemaking. However,
sensemaking can also occur when an action is clearer than the organizational belief (Weick,
1995).
Jaylen demonstrated this in a quote in which she elaborated on bringing clear goals for
her particular role into the series:
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Umm, so I, I think through conversation, yes. It was very important for our team because
you can go to trainings and then they become trainings and then nothing gets shared back.
So, everybody was very passionate about obviously the topic and the work, but I think
folks get less passionate about no actions, or like not being able to follow through or not
being able to debrief.
In comparison, Kim confessed:
I think it was a platform for us to even have a discussion of where we were as a district,
what, I hate to admit, I don't think we said what our strengths were. We were just like,
"Okay, what are our areas of weakness? What do we need to look at?" So, the
information we gained from that series, whether it's the first one, and then the second
one, and it built, led us more into, "Okay, so this is an area we're looking at. What are
some steps to get to where we want to be?"
Kim’s district decided not to look at what was going well in their setting and instead just focused
on what needed to be fixed. This is a very different organizational belief and sets a contrasting
social environment for sensemaking as compared to Jaylen, but shows that various approaches
can help teams move toward action. Kim’s team focused on where the deficits were to define the
action that was needed, and united in an underlying belief that the district processes and
procedures were broken and in need of fixing.
Kim and Jaylen emphasized the social and ongoing characteristics of sensemaking that
are also critical to professional learning. All except one participant mentioned during the
interviews that a barrier to their sensemaking and enactment was the frequent district turnover as
stakeholders changed roles within the district, stopped participating in the RtI-E series, or left
their district altogether. This is a common barrier to MTSS that highlights the need for strong

118

beliefs about the organizational sensemaking characteristics of collective capacity, commitment,
and expectations (Maitlis & Sonenshein, 2010; Weick, 1988) and the need to reinforce beliefs
about the work as the social climate evolves over time. RtI-E was developed to maintain a
district-level stakeholder across cohorts of the series, while building capacity of others. Inherent
in the professional learning design is a change in the “sensible environment” (Weick, 1995) for
individuals, as well as an evolving set of organizational expectations as each new stakeholder
brings their unique perspectives to the table. In organizations, Weick (1995) argues, sensemaking
occurs in the “bridging” of these changes in social interactions where the team, school, or district
system is trying to be held together (p.73). Therefore, the shared vision, mission, beliefs and
values important for systems change work (Castillo & Curtis, 2014; Weick, 1995) need to be
held by all stakeholders within the district, and not just the original team that attended RtI-E.
However, the individual ways in which people understand the collective vision will never allow
the district vision to be maintained in exactly the same way, meaning as team and district
membership changes, the vision will also be approximated based on the current representation
around the table (Weick, 1995).
Like Jaylen, Joleen also understood RtI-E as an opportunity to build district capacity.
Although Joleen only attended Cohort 1, she was also able to speak to the district change teams
that attended both cohorts of the series. In describing each school team, she articulated the school
demographics, team dynamics, and how these factors influenced her decision to recommend
participation from each school. Her leadership and knowledge of both cohorts is an indicator that
she has made sense of RtI-E outside the time-limited bounds of her participation and minimized
her individual participation in order to highlight or better understand the overall impact of RtI-E
for her district.
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For Cohort 1, Joleen recommended Ben Elementary, the largest elementary school within
the district that provides a wide range of services, because, “…we needed to really get their staff
trained, so that they could look at students, see the whole picture, so that we make sure that we're
not over-identifying…” and build common understanding that some students would always
require supports beyond Tier 1, but might not need special education services. Through
conversation with other district team members, Joleen identified Emma G. Elementary for
Cohort 2 as a school that was “just checking off boxes to get to the end game and that's not
where we want to be. I do feel that they're going to need a little more guidance from our district.”
For Joleen, the action of inviting each team was a clear step in her sensemaking process that she
hoped would lead to more clearly defined vision, mission, and ways of work held by staff across
the district. The purposeful invitation represents Joleen’s vision for district-level enactment.
Sensemaking is not a unidirectional process, but rather is focused on linking whatever is most
understood to that which is less understood to increase clarity for individuals, teams, or district
staff at large (Weick, 1995). Joleen shared that the social environment for sensemaking built into
the RtI-E professional learning series proved to be beneficial for her team:
[Ben Elementary] is a good team in the sense that they will ask a lot of questions, and for
some people that may be annoying. For me, I want people to ask questions because it
helps me understand where they're at and where there might be hiccups that we need to
smooth out. So, [Ben Elementary], I feel also because we started with such a clean slate,
that's why we got so much out of it with them. Like they didn't dread those days. They
were really happy to be there and to learn and they were excited about them. So, that was
also good. That spoke to your group as well, because if they're excited about coming,
that's a good thing. If somebody is like, "Oh my gosh, I've got to do this again," then no.
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She also revealed that having a “clean slate,” which she clarified as a team comprised of people
new to their positions, facilitated their engagement in the sensemaking process. The school team
in Cohort 1 did not attend the series with background or baggage equivalent to most participants
in this study. They were not held to a prior plan or way of work that would limit their innovation
for moving forward with new ideas gained from the series. Despite the fact that the team
members may have spent less time accumulating knowledge and beliefs in their roles, Joleen
believed their shared attitudes about the benefits of the work helped them make sense of the
information within the series and set goals for building capacity. Thus, even within this district
we observe examples of varied sensemaking routes: clear action (i.e., school team invitation) that
led to clarified beliefs (i.e., benefits of RtI-E), which propelled this team toward enactment (i.e.,
planned capacity building activities). Joleen emphasized how her district has benefitted from the
ongoing sensemaking process and identified new areas of need:
I think, you know, we had a great experience. I think it brought our team closer together,
because we shared in the process … I think that being able to offer this every year and
being able to hit different schools, definitely helps. I know that our district would like to
see maybe EBD, maybe being the next one that's coming up, because I think that we
really need to look at the difference between a student who has a true behavioral
disability and a student who, it's a result of their environment or their background.
Because I feel statewide, we probably don't necessarily identify that area the way that we
really should be. And I think we need to learn how to really look at it and look at the data
and look at the whole child. So, hopefully that's coming.
It appeared that participants like Joleen who fixed their eyes on systemic outcomes from the
beginning loosened their grip on what was expected of them individually to focus more on the
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shared norms and expectations across the district, as aligned with the facilitators of
organizational sensemaking (Maitlis & Sonenshein, 2010, Weick, 1988). They used “we”
language, described clear team-based goals and action steps, and demonstrated knowledge of
their team beyond their individual participation in RtI-E. However, Sandra demonstrated a
contrasting situation within her district using similar organizational principles of sensemaking.
Jaylen and Joleen’s teams maintained a shared social expectation to examine districtwide
processes and procedures, but Sandra described a commitment to a more targeted goal of
building a model school. In reflecting on her experiences as a district-level leader in Cohort 1 of
the RtI-E series and the turnover among the staff representing her school-level team, Sandra
stated:
I think that when we went to this and our goal was to build a model school, that we could
then show that the process, and this is what you really need to go through and work
through that, I thought was going to be helpful. And then a lot of people on that team,
like I said, either moved away, moved to a different position, all of that. And then it was
kind of like there's really nobody now. And then someone said when we went to the last
session, "Should we see if the person can come that's now at a school level?" I'm like,
"Why would the principal allow her to go?" I don't understand because she's not going to
be with us, she's not going to come to the school anymore, because she was also over LLI
at the district and other things. So, she had been in the school at least. I said, "She has
nothing really..." So, it was just kind of, so we brought the new person in. So, you know,
I'm hoping that at least three of us that can get to the school and try to at least get
something going for next year.
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Sandra was more focused on creating a model school than building district capacity, based on her
questioning of including the district-level member that moved to a school-based position before
the final unit of the series. Sandra made sense of the series by staying committed to her original
desired outcome to develop a model school, which she reiterated later in her feedback of the
overall interview themes as well. She concluded in her interview, “We need to find the right
school that we can use as a model to move forward. I think.” Sandra’s interview took an overall
more individual sensemaking perspective, and it was unclear whether the commitment to
building a model school was truly a collective “we” team approach, or a more individual solution
endorsed by Sandra.
Commitment to a plan results in different interpretations of the event and is a
characteristic that Weick (1988) and Maitlis and Sonenshein (2010) cite as a change facilitator in
organizations. For Sandra, the hunt to nail down a model school (event) resulted in beliefs that
the district was unsuccessful in RtI-E (interpretation) and an aspiration for the three remaining
team members to tap into the same school the following year (action/outcome), which she
indicated did not occur due to competing demands to address learning within the context of
COVID-19. Even though the same organizational sensemaking characteristics are at play, the
trajectory of this sensemaking process looks very different than what we might have observed
from an event focused on commitment to maintaining their change team membership.
Additionally, the RtI-E series was not designed to create a single school within each
district to serve as an ideal or model so this was another way that participants made sense of the
design and desired objectives of RtI-E differently than what was intended. Field notes from
Cohort 1 indicated a need for greater calibration about the design and intent of RtI-E during
initial face-to-face sessions of the series because participants arrived with varied expectations.
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Developing model schools seemed to be a strategy Sandra had past experience with and is one
way educational systems build up to implementation of new initiatives. Had Sandra’s specific
expectation about building a model school through RtI-E been known by Project staff during the
series, perhaps this expectation could have been further negotiated through active ongoing
conversations and experiences to create stronger alignment. Instead, Sandra’s sensemaking
included staying committed to her district’s expectation to develop a model school, resulting in
differing interpretations of the outcomes of RtI-E.
Research Question 2: Enactment
How do district-level educators make sense of enacting their professional learning in their local
setting?
The themes, Power to Implement and Enactment Approaches, that address this second
research question build off of the first five themes. For example, participants’ roles, retrospective
reflection, team dynamics, use of environmental cues, and expectations all influence their
subsequent action or inaction. Enactment is about putting what was learned into practice, taking
action, or making a change. In essence, participants choose whether to act based on the words or
labels they have ascribed to the situations they are experiencing. Taking action also gives
additional information for the sense-maker to respond (Weick, 1995). The sensemaking process
relies on both words and actions to increase understanding, thus the sensemaking characteristics
addressed in the above themes remain highly relevant to the process of implementation.
Theme 6: Power to Implement
Participants made sense of enactment of their learning through their perceived power to
implement the practices and ways of work presented during the series. While all participants
contributed to this theme, those who felt personally stymied in their district context, interpreted

124

aspects of RtI-E differently than what was planned by the Project, discussed the ambiguity of
having too many problems to solve, or focused on obstacles outside their personal control
perceived less power to implement MTSS/RtI policy, practices, and procedures. The struggle for
influence within districts to create change became a potent theme throughout all of the
interviews. Power to Implement builds off the sensemaking characteristics presented in all of the
previous themes. Participants used their individual educator identities and comparisons with
colleagues, their beliefs about the district environment and educational systems, and their
ongoing social interactions (Weick, 1995) to evaluate or make sense of their capacity to
implement practices from the series. Additionally, Power to Implement was represented by
participants’ considerations of their district’s organizational capacity to adopt changes (Maitlis &
Sonenshein, 2010; Weick, 1988).
Natalie encapsulated the theme, Power to Implement, when she reflected on her
aspirations for the future of her school district. She confessed her disappointment, saying:
One, getting everyone on the same page of what MTSS is. So, I was kind of bummed
when I found out that our stuff wasn't mandatory. Whether we were creating it or sending
people to the BEESS portal, regardless. I was bummed that it wasn't mandatory. But this
whole Canvas training was mandatory. I don't see how one is more important than the
other. But... Really, really finding a platform to share this information because this is year
five of doing what I'm doing coming up, and nothing's changed. Everything is the same.
And it's very, very sad. And every year, like last year, we missed a month of school and it
was just, literally just survival mode from October on. And then this year it was, we got a
new curriculum so that kind of waylaid everything else and then missed two and a half
months of school.
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Natalie stated her lack of authority to require specific trainings she believed would be beneficial
for staff within her district and her wish for a firmer foundation to share her learning with others.
She also reflected on a natural disaster that was outside of her personal control that resulted in
the district having a delayed start to the school year. Finally, she spoke of myriad concerns in her
system, stating that “nothing’s changed,” “everything is the same,” and “every year” there is a
new obstacle limiting opportunity to enact change within her district. All of these pieces will be
elaborated on as we continue to explore this theme.
Everyone Does What They Want. Participants often referred to their district roles and
made comparisons to other district stakeholders when reflecting on what they had hoped to learn
or achieve through the RtI-E series. They also expressed what they believed the PS/RtI Project or
state department of education could offer to help enact solutions to the problems they observed
in their districts.
Participants who believed that they were part of a team in their district’s social
environment or that they personally had the ability to leverage relationships perceived greater
opportunity to enact change. As described earlier, Aaron and Carol initially felt stymied by the
limited representation of district roles among team members at their tables during Cohort 1, but
each recognized the potential influence of their positions to make changes in team membership
for the second Cohort of RtI-E. In contrast, Meredith and Denise described how the social
environments within their districts limited their opportunity to initiate change. Meredith stated:
So, I learned a lot. It also was really interesting hearing what other districts were going
through and how kind of further along we were. I was surprised in many ways and then
also just how different we were in many ways. It was also frustrating because there's
nothing... I'm so far down on the totem pole that the changes that need to be made require
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more power than I have. So, I learned so much and then frustrated because I can't
necessarily implement all of it. The directors should have been there for multiple
departments in order to make big systemic changes, which is basically what has to
happen.
Meredith made sense of her capacity to implement change by identifying her place in her district
hierarchy. In reference to implementing changes at the school level, Denise stated:
If somebody told me to do it, I'd be going in there saying, "Okay, this is how we're going
to, from now on this is what we need to see. And this is, we need to see a graph." I keep
saying this is very easy, then we're making this too difficult. Where we could do it if we
did this, this and this, but it's just not being done. Because like I said, and I told [my
director]… I said to her I was told by the psychologists that they don't feel that they can
tell anybody to do anything. And I can't tell, meaning me, I can't go in and tell them to do
anything. I said, "Well, if that's the way we're going to play this game, we've got wild
horses everywhere. We're never going to get them corralled. Somebody's got to take the
leadership. Somebody's got to say, "This is a statute." Maybe we need to bring Monica
[our Regional Coordinator] in. Maybe she needs to address the principals, and the
superintendent. Like I'll go back to it again. If we're calling a kid a learning disabled kid,
that ethically I think we need to be doing what's right for that kid. And not, if you're in
[one town], you're going to get an SLD program eligibility. But if you're in [another
town], you're not. You see what I'm saying? Do you see that a lot across with what you're
doing?
Denise’s interactions with the psychologists in her district led to widely held assumptions that
they lack the authority to promote change at the school level, and Denise passionately described
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how she would address the situation if she were in their proverbial shoes. She demanded
increased leadership to tame the “wild horses” running free across the schools within her district
and offered a potential action step to request the PS/RtI Project Regional Coordinator assigned to
her district to help amend what she understood as a dire interpersonal conflict. Calling on her
boss, Project staff, referencing state statutes, and requesting intervention at the principal and
superintendent levels indicates that Denise made sense of the problems within her district as
beyond what her position could address.
In addition to their job positions, participants made sense of their enactment power by
using cues or references to situations outside of their immediate sphere of influence, including
accountability from state and district leadership to implement consistent practices across
educational systems. Natalie, Denise, and Kim were among the study participants that reiterated
the value of district and state leadership in implementing policies to hold district staff
accountable for maintaining consistent practices across sites that also support positive student
outcomes. Some participants believed their power to implement important MTSS practices
hinged on the level of statewide accountability. An RtI-E participant was quoted in staff field
notes from the first unit of Cohort 1 during a face-to-face share-out conversation as stating:
We have a Tier 3 issue at a Tier 1 level across the state. We need an intervention at that
size to match our needs. It’s a state issue really. We see all these heads nodding when we
talk….I want DOE to hear this- When we submit our K-12 reading plan, there are very
limited expectations regarding assurance of fidelity of Tier 1. So, until we are forced as
districts to submit information to the DOE that is going to help us resolve our issues,
we’re going to continue on this same hamster wheel. The people in this room get it, but
the people across our districts don’t. We have been in this situation since we started RtI. I

128

feel like we are in a worse situation than when we started. We need to go beyond 80%
meeting expectations. What is your if-then statement for the whole year? If they aren’t,
then what are you doing? Walk us through that as a district and make it a requirement.
Carol also discussed her team’s hopes that the state department of education would consolidate
documentation requirements to promote a more unified educational system and improve their
district’s overall implementation efforts:
Because we're like, "We need to get... This stuff has to jive." We really actually have this
dream that one day it will just be one document is needed for the DOE, one
comprehensive document. … Because we're like, "Okay. This is what we need to do."
Everything just seems to branch off sort of the main document.
She indicated that hearing about the ways different districts address and utilize state-required
documentation to guide their approaches to MTSS implementation and eligibility was helpful to
make sense of the current system.
These conversations about state accountability also trickled down into district-level
concerns about authority over implementation. Several participants, including Kim, Meredith,
Denise, Aaron, and Natalie, described their district system as marked by site-based management
where school-level leaders hold a lot of the control to make decisions about how MTSS will be
implemented within each school. Kim described how she invited a school team that represented
the “squeaky wheel” in her district to try to mitigate some of the implementation challenges she
observed through obtaining the buy-in of their administration:
Like in the small district, I chose the school, but... It's a squeaky wheel? And so, thinking
that if we could get their buy-in and they could be there and listen and hear some of the
things that maybe that would help. … It always is better from within that change can be
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made, and it can kind of go over to their faculty and then to other schools instead of me
saying, "Oh, this is what needs to be done." And our district is school-based management,
so that administration and everything manages what happens at that school, so I can
suggest, but I can't say you're going to do this or this is... So, you have to be careful in
that way as well. Not that I'd ever dictate to somebody, but there are times when I want to
say "Ooh, just do this," you know?
Site-based management was troubling for Natalie as well. Natalie’s exasperation working with
schools that varied in their implementation efforts led her to adopt an approach of letting go of
her desire to control the situation:
So, we had analyzed the data at the beginning of the year of every single kid who we had
a plan for and, kind of just, we didn't reopen the plan, we just wanted to see how they did
with the new curriculum, because it does have more supports built in. Some places got it,
some places it still kind of escalated. So, it just depends because everywhere is different.
All of our schools are site-based, as you've heard, so everyone does what they want. That
was my motto this year. Everyone does what they want, let it go.
Participants often referenced their site-based management system as they articulated their hopes
of the future of their school districts during the interviews. They made sense of MTSS
implementation and special education eligibility decision-making by observing the variability
across their district systems. Many participants identified the school-based management as a key
detail in the infrastructure of their system that hindered their power to enact the necessary
changes they identified as needs through the RtI-E series. Participants such as Denise, Natalie,
and Meredith who were in non-administrative roles within their district felt that they did not have
enough power to have the conversations with school leaders that would promote good practices.
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However, participants such as Aaron and Kim who were in higher district administrative
leadership roles also felt they could not tell site administrators how to move forward. Participants
made sense of their opportunities to enact change by articulating their lack of power respective
of their roles, positions, and district and state accountability measures. Participant beliefs about
their role boundaries with other stakeholders also represent natural barriers to sensemaking and
enactment where participants believe they cannot engage in certain conversations based on social
norms, ways of work, and organizational expectations that would otherwise likely lead to
implementation progress or more unified ways of work across their district.
Given that sensemaking is an ongoing process of applying words and actions to make
unclear events more recognizable and understood, the barriers participants encountered to
making changes in their local settings heavily influenced their sensemaking processes, such that
they could not act meaningfully on some of the action steps they identified. Many participants
identified conversation (i.e., engaging interpersonally and applying more words to the situation)
as next steps for moving forward with the work of RtI-E which this aligns with participants’
feelings of lack of power to create change through action.
Let’s All Agree. Participants’ perceived power to implement the content of RtI-E was
impacted by misaligned expectations that were revealed through the interviews and field notes.
Participants made sense of RtI-E and the role of the Project using their previous experience, roles
and responsibilities, team environment, and the information they received through electronic and
face-to-face interactions with Project staff. Sensemaking theory supports the idea that individuals
who experience a common event can arrive at different interpretations because individuals place
their attention on different aspects or cues within the same stream of activity, such as the
ongoing work of RtI-E (Weick, 1995). Because sensemaking and enactment are cooccurring
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processes with information and action working together in tandem, participants’ interpretations
of various aspects of RtI-E or the role of the PS/RtI Project in supporting districts influenced
their perceived power to enact change. The sensemaking processes sometimes bred a clarity or
possible actions that misaligned with the original intent of the series and district support provided
by the PS/RtI Project.
As revealed through previous themes, Aaron held a differing interpretation about the
team membership allotted to each district for the RtI-E series that resulted in not bringing a
school team from his district. Joleen also stated that her district focused on elementary schools to
participate in the series rather than secondary, when an elementary-level school team was the
requirement put forth by the PS/RtI Project. She explained her reasoning:
We had a conversation, I mean I did talk with our curriculum supervisors as well. And we
definitely felt [Emma G. Elementary] was the next school that needed to go through the
training. I know we do pick more elementary than middle and high, but that's where the
majority of your students are identified, in elementary. So that's part of the reason why
we do so. And then we also look at schools that are performing not as high as their peers,
because you tend to not look at the whole child then, because you have a lot of kids
where it's more of a tier one issue and you need to really identify that this is a tier one
issue.
Joleen’s rationale for choosing elementary was similar to the thinking behind the design of RtIE, and demonstrates her sensemaking process of relying on her past experience and conversation
with other district stakeholders to determine what would make sense for building capacity in
their district, rather than using the information communicated directly from the PS/RtI Project
staff as a cue to guide the selection of their RtI-E school-based team. Although Joleen’s
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interpretation more closely mirrored the professional learning design, the sensemaking route to
this belief was unexpected and illustrates how attending to different cues can alter expectations
and actions. Likewise, Sandra arrived at a different interpretation of the purpose of including an
elementary school team in RtI-E, as she intended to create a model school rather than focusing
on building districtwide capacity through professional learning and sensemaking processes
across levels of the district system.
There were additional ways participants made sense of the district supports available
from the PS/RtI Project. One expectation of the role of the PS/RtI Project in facilitating RtI-E
resulted in Denise and Kim both holding a belief that it was the Project’s role to provide answers
about mitigating systemic barriers to MTSS implementation. Field notes also concurred that
participants sought specific guidance from Project staff across the face-to-face sessions of RtI-E.
Additionally, Natalie sought clarification during the interview about the accessibility of the
online professional learning platform, Thinkific, for district staff outside the original RtI-E teams
to build capacity within her district which stemmed from a belief that only RtI-E participants
could access Thinkific professional learning modules developed by the Project. As an internal
member of the PS/RtI Project and RtI-E design team, I learned that clarifications were often
requested by district contacts from our communications coordinator via email as RtI-E
information was disseminated electronically across each cohort of the series, which served as
additional cues or exchanges in participants’ sensemaking that informed their subsequent actions
for developing teams, interacting with the online content, and attending each unit of the series.
In addition to differing interpretations of the professional learning, many participants
applied verbiage that implied having too many problems to address before they could focus on
building the capacity of their districts to enact change. Sensemaking theory is built on the
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assumption that words are what give meaning and manipulate understanding (Weick, 1995).
Participants who made broad assumptions that their district was “broken” or indicated that
“nothing’s changed” or “we’re never going to get them corralled” based on initial outcomes of
RtI-E perceived less power to enact change over the long-term, whereas participants who found
bright spots tended to believe there were opportunities for change even in the midst of barriers.
Weick (1995) stated that, “In the case of ambiguity, people engage in sensemaking because they
are confused by too many interpretations, whereas in the case of uncertainty, they do so because
they are ignorant of any interpretations” (p.91). In particular, interviews with Denise, Natalie,
and Sandra took on a more defeated tone and reflected on many varied concerns and fewer
opportunities for enactment or implementation of high quality MTSS practices. Even though
implementation of MTSS/RtI practices will inevitably vary across schools, districts, and
statewide, participants often described aspirations for unity and action as ambitious missions that
others in their district were unwilling to engage.
Denise described her sensemaking as an opportunity to reduce the ambiguity of the many
barriers to enactment present in the district. She clarified the importance of finding windows of
opportunity, or plausible interpretations (Weick, 1995), when she stated:
“Yeah. I think that's a good point…. Maybe, I know you can't eat the elephant all at one
time. And my point is, if you just take, let's all agree on something, but you have to agree
on something because you have to, if you want change, you have to do something
meaningful to get there. And that's where, and I think everybody on my team would agree
that we have this one person that is like, he's no offense, but he's a psychologist. We have
to move forward, quit telling us everything we're doing wrong. What can you tell us?
Let's move forward. Let's make a change. I don't care if it's one form at a time. Let's fix
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the form, for God's sakes, if that's what's holding us back. Let's just move forward. This is
10 years in the making. This is ridiculous.”
Where it would be relatively easy for RtI-E participants to mutually agree on generalizations
about their districts (e.g., we have a broken system, we need to change everything) among their
RtI-E team, this type of labeling might not facilitate the depth of sensemaking that would lead to
actionable change. However, a fundamental characteristic of sensemaking is looking for
plausible interpretations, regardless of whether they are objectively accurate or feasible (Weick,
1995). For some participants and their school teams, applying general labels to their district was
a way to make sense of their current circumstances. While Denise often did this during her
interview, the above quote also illustrates that she wanted to move beyond labeling her system as
broken with her district team to identify a specific area to work on. She was looking for a
possible solution or action, even if that meant fixing “one form at a time” in order to move
forward.
It’s All Talking About the Virus. As previously mentioned, the COVID-19 pandemic
changed the social landscape of the state, nation, and world. Some participants, including Sandra,
Kim, and Meredith, described major barriers to their ongoing sensemaking processes and
implementation efforts that were brought about by the pandemic while Joleen shared insight
about ways the pandemic might encourage their district staff to innovate within their MTSS and
professional learning.
Early in her interview, Kim mentioned the impact that the COVID-19 pandemic has had
on stress and cognitive functioning, where people have increased difficulty even making sense of
and acting within day-to-day life experiences. From her educator role she stated, “I wouldn't
have to take work home and stress and, you know, like right now especially with COVID, there
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are just so many elements that I can't even wrap my head around everything. It's just a lot.” Kim
also shared the impact of the pandemic on her work activities:
Before COVID, we did start a process where I was sitting in some of the meetings,
listening, seeing what things were like. Monica [our RC] has been kind of helping us
throughout this process, and so we've got some good things happening at the school sites.
I just didn't know how they worked and how pieces went together, so we were attempting
to do all that and then COVID happened and that stopped some of the observations of
what was going on.
Sandra also described how the combination of local flooding, staff turnover, and the pandemic
has altered her ability to make sense of her experiences in RtI-E and act on plans to increase
MTSS implementation:
I think some other hindrances is that during that time, we weren't in a district office
because we had been flooded, and so we were all kind of separated. The school
psychologist and I talked more often probably. However, then her role changed this year.
So, this year has just kind of been, we finished the series. Some of us did go in September
for the final. But again, we didn't have the full team, because the AP from the school had
become a principal. The guidance counselor from the school had moved towns. So, there
was just a lot of changes. So, my goal is to just the school psychologist that was there and
I meet with this school and the ESE specialist from the school is still there, so... The other
person, oh, the other district person that we had selected had decided to go back to a
school based site. So, we had to bring in to the new session somebody else. So, it's just,
unfortunately because we can't control people's positions in jobs, it's, we're kind of like at
a mix. And so, it just proved really difficult. … We had plans and then, you know, I
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guess, the problem... No one from September took the lead to make in with the school.
And so, then I just said, "You know what, I'm just doing it." So that's what we did. And
then COVID hit.
Kim and Sandra also explained that both had planned to hold meetings to further the work of
RtI-E in their districts, but everyone was sent into quarantine before the meeting was scheduled
to occur and since then the entire focus of education has shifted. Kim shared, “But now our PDs
are involved with our innovative learning plan and being able to do platforms virtually, and so
teachers, this is going to be the last thing on their mind right now is a new form.” Meredith
shared a similar perspective:
Gosh. Everything is so crazy now, right? Because nobody is talking about the things that
we were talking about. It's all talking about the virus and then virtual, and nobody really
wants to talk about anything else right now. So, I'm trying to remember kind of where we
left off.
Meredith and Jaylen discussed hopes to continue the plans their teams had to enact their learning
from RtI-E in the midst of the pandemic. In trying to move efforts forward, Meredith stated, “I
was trigger shy to bring anything up with anybody until June when school was out. It's like,
‘Okay. Can we talk about the manual now?’” Meredith’s passion for the work outweighed what
the current social climate could hold to move their district plans forward. In discussing how to
move toward enactment, she later restated, “Everybody is focused on tier one right now and
totally restructuring it. So, I get it.” In a sense, Meredith read the digital room of her district RtIE team during the pandemic and decided not to press for action because of the contextual
demands of the pandemic which overshadowed previous plans. While Joleen held similar
sentiments about the ability to move the work of RtI-E forward, she also acknowledged, “And
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now because of us being almost forced to use Zoom or the Teams platform, I think we'll reach
more parents that way and have more parent participation. I'd like to see more parent
participation in the MTSS process.” While the environmental shifts due to COVID-19 inspired
some creative thinking and new goalsetting, the ongoing sensemaking and enactment work of
RtI-E was significantly hindered by COVID-19 based on the presentation of Cohort 2 Unit 3 as
asynchronous individually-paced online modules, and certainly among the district participants
and stakeholders.
Theme 7: Enactment Approaches
The final theme, Enactment Approaches, illustrates how participants described their
attempts to take action in their district based on their experiences within the RtI-E series. Again,
this theme builds upon all of the previous themes and integrates all of the characteristics and
facilitators of organizational sensemaking (Maitlis & Sonenshein, 2010; Weick, 1995; Weick,
1988). Based on their perceived power to implement (i.e., the integration of participants’ beliefs
about their RtI-E team and stakeholders, which cues they focused on, perceived power based on
job role/district historical perspective, expected outcomes of series, community learning
expectations, interpretation of possible solutions, environmental barriers), participants in this
study described ways that they intended or attempted to enact their learning through their
individual efforts or systems approaches. In some cases, enactment conversations within the
interviews were prefaced with the imposing COVID-19 pandemic, while other participants
focused on the action prior to the pandemic. Overall, participants who relied largely on their
individual efforts demonstrated Weick’s (1995) sensemaking characteristics of “ongoing” and
“driven by plausibility rather than accuracy” (p.17). Participants who focused on systems
approaches to enactment demonstrated these same characteristics in their sensemaking, and also
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showed how their district’s commitment to a plan and collective beliefs and expectations about
the district’s capacity for change drove opportunities to put their learning into practice (Maitlis &
Sonenshein, 2010; Weick, 1988).
Individual Efforts. Many participants described individual actions they took as a
plausible solution rather than getting bogged down by whole-system reform. In many cases, they
still considered organizational facilitators (Maitlis & Sonenshein, 2010; Weick, 1988), but when
these participants faced barriers to organizational change, they sometimes dismissed team-driven
action as a viable option and took individual initiative to get teams involved. Through their
individual efforts, participants often leveraged personal relationships through one-on-one
conversations within their districts, applied their skills as facilitators, and shared materials from
RtI-E with other district colleagues. The study interviewees themselves also provided space for
sensemaking and identifying potential actions through interpersonal communication between
participant and interviewer, as was the case for Natalie, Denise, and Sandra.
Personal relationships and informal conversations operated as drivers of enactment in
many cases. Carol illustrated how after participating essentially alone in Cohort 1, she was able
to leverage her relationship with a school principal and personally articulate the value of RtI-E
based on her previous experiences in Cohort 1 to bring a full team to the series for Cohort 2. Her
plausible solution was to get others involved so that together they could make a greater systems
impact through their collective learning and enactment. She explained:
And then whenever our new MTSS coordinator started my principal was like, "Well, is
there any training?" And I said, "Remember, the training was last year," and that was
before cohort two came out. So as soon as cohort two came out I said, "Remember you
were asking about training? Guess what? There is another do-over. We have to say yes."
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So, I kind of cornered her that way so she had no choice but to say yes to everybody
going. It was wonderful.
Natalie also articulated a need for shared understanding for the purpose of MTSS. Natalie
articulated the level of knowledge she perceived among colleagues in the district and illustrated
it through a conversation she shared with one of her team members who had also participated in
RtI-E. She stated:
There's, yes... there's been disconnect and a very surface level understanding of MTSS, I
have pretty much discovered. It's more, it's like a linear process instead of flowy, the
understanding that they have. This RtI-E has definitely brightened my understanding,
even, of what MTSS is and how students with disabilities... I even had a question
yesterday: why are we talking about... from a person who's taking the series... Why are
we talking about SLD students in RtI-E? And I was like, "Because, like you literally have
done this whole thing that I have done?" Like, "What do you mean?" It's like they’re
students too because they're still part of the MTSS process, that once... just because they
get an IEP, doesn't mean we instantly stop. And that's what the problem is in our district,
is that once they get an IEP, they're fixed, they're better, we're done.
Through this interaction, Natalie demonstrated the ongoing nature of sensemaking outside the
time-limited bounds of the RtI-E series between herself and a colleague and the frustration she
experienced given the lack of understanding about MTSS systemwide. This conversation also
reinforced a research finding that merely attending a professional learning event does not result
in practice changes (Joyce & Showers, 2002; Learning Forward, 2011). However, even as
Natalie often felt defeated by the lack of understanding and enactment in her district system, she
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also illustrated how ongoing conversation with a school psychologist colleague led to a change in
practices for determining whether a student should be considered for ESE eligibility:
Me and the psychologist are really close and we'll sit and talk about ESE. So now that
she's... she's a psychologist, obviously, she understands the process, that kind of thing.
But having her with me to discuss data and being in data chats to help discuss kids and
problem solve. Being at, we have the same school, she'll come to data chats if she can.
And she helps ask those questions and things like that. So, her and I working very closely
is an example…. Even in this series, I'm pretty sure, and I think, in the SLD module, it
said something like, below the 15th percentile, 15th or 16th percentile, to consider.
Because, we use MAP. We use NWEA MAP. The school that we both share, they
brought her a kid who was in, I think, the 20th or 30th percentile on MAP and she
straight up said no. Because I had shared that information with her and we had talked
about it. She was like, I'm not even going to consider this. “But, they're failing!” So?
That's a test score.
As Carol and Natalie demonstrated, individual conversations played a large role in how
participants explained taking action through their sensemaking processes as learners in RtI-E.
Through conversing with the interviewer, Sandra actually developed a new idea for working with
a colleague to act on her learning from RtI-E in her district. She both utilized the conversation
with the interviewer to develop understanding (i.e., active sensemaking) and discussed
leveraging the close working relationship with a district colleague who moved to a different
school as a plausible solution when she stated:
I've worked with her when she was a teacher. I've worked with her when she was a coach.
You know, I worked with her through this. So, I definitely think she would be willing to
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be part of a, you know, "Can the district come in and work with your school" as looking
at whole school data and drilling down to kids…. Going to write that one down, because I
just ... You know, talking to somebody, it helps. Never thought of, maybe we should look
at this school. That might be something to do.
Despite the fact that Sandra did make a note about this possible action during the interview, she
indicated in an email some time later that she could not remember her idea or the colleague she
was hoping to engage with and needed to be reminded of the conversation by the interviewer. In
light of the COVID-19 pandemic and the competing priorities school districts faced in this new
social context, it was not surprising that the action had not occurred.
Many participants, including Joleen, Denise, and Aaron, also described inserting nuggets
of information from the RtI-E series into their regular facilitated conversations with colleagues.
Natalie stated that she shared her learning from RtI-E within monthly data-chat meetings with
teachers while she facilitated discussions about student concerns at the school level. She
described:
So, that's where, basically, my platform ends up, is sharing my information, my
experiences. I create... I call them brain dump agendas. It's an agenda of what we're going
to do, but it's, generally, what I want them to know, so like a little tidbit of information,
something new, information that they need to know.
Similarly, Joleen shared how she personally articulates the vision and beliefs she hopes
administrators in her district adopt about MTSS that aligned with the “Big Five” underlying
beliefs promoted through the RtI-E series (see Appendix F):
You don't just take kids through the process to make them eligible. You take kids through
the process in order to strengthen their skills. And sometimes schools look at it as just
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another way to eligibility. And I strive to make sure that when I speak in front of
administrators for our district, I say, “I'm taking off my ESE hat and I'm putting on my
MTSS hat.” So, they understand that MTSS is not an ESE thing. It's not necessarily a
student services thing, it's an entire district curriculum thing. It's all of us together, this is
general education for every child. We start tier one, everyone gets tier one. So, we can't
say it's an ESE thing, or this is a way to get kids into eligibility or evaluation. It's how are
we helping kids? This is a way of work. This isn't just a process.
In addition to sharing bits of information, one of the most frequent approaches taken by
participants in the study was sharing materials that they had used as cues to expand their learning
during the RtI-E series. Participants found dissemination of the handouts provided by RtI-E
facilitators as one of the most basic routes to increasing their own understanding and building
capacity among their colleagues. One example is illustrated in the previous quote from Natalie
reflecting on an informal conversation about the suggested cutoff scores for eligibility decisions.
Aaron also stated, “I really like that one form that talked about SLD; the four sections of what's
inclusionary and exclusionary. Yeah. Yeah. That, on the ESE side, we distributed to our folks.”
Overall, enactment of learning from RtI-E on an individual basis most often took the
form of sharing the extracted cues of sensemaking (Weick, 1995), or the ideas and materials
participants found most helpful to their own understanding, with colleagues who study
participants had preexisting relationships with. Sharing resources, handouts, or quick facts taken
from RtI-E was a straightforward way for participants to continue making sense of the
information for themselves and a sensible way to communicate ideas within their districts.
However, most participants did not discuss the follow-up regarding the understanding or
application of this information by other district staff, indicating that information dissemination
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was a more plausible solution to enact or respond to the content of RtI-E without the necessary
active, social, and ongoing aspects of sensemaking (Weick, 1995). Essentially, the district social
environments allowed space for these participants to distribute resources. The act of information
sharing, whether via email, as physical handouts placed in staff mailboxes, or in person through
conversation also allowed participants to believe they were building district consensus for MTSS
as a way of work, even if on a micro scale and without follow-up about the outcome of the
information transfer and adoption among their colleagues.
Systems approaches. Some participants described the ways their team was planning for
or engaged in change processes at a systems level. Instead of using their individual interpersonal
interactions to enact change, they attempted to tweak practices involving a larger variety of
stakeholders. Systems approaches most often included widespread communication of the vision
of MTSS, making changes to data-evaluation systems, and implementing professional learning
activities across the district.
Many participants described a revision to communication of the “why” behind MTSS
through within-district policy or procedure communication such as a district MTSS guidance
document or problem solving forms. District teams viewed revisions to and re-dissemination of
such materials as plausible solutions for enacting their learning from RtI-E. This also represents
attempts to use interpersonal interactions or communication methods to enact change. Kim
explained how her team tried to connect salient cues to action planning activities built into the
RtI-E series to utilize as launching points for carrying the work back into their district:
And I think that's where our difficulty began, is in the meetings, we had a paper that we
filled out with our district, like what kind of goals we were setting. So, we set that, and
that's kind of, some of the things I'm mentioning to you are coming from that. Those were

144

the things that were, "Aha, let's work on this."… But it goes back to we've got to be
united and make this change consistent within the district, no matter who the school
psych is at that table or assigned to the school. Just trying to utilize the resources that we
liked and putting them into play for us is what we targeted, for lack of a better word.
While Kim acknowledged that her team had shared experiences within the series, she attributed
their varied job roles and personalities to the lack of unity in their ways of work as a hindrance to
acting on the goals they established. However, Jaylen described how the ongoing social
interactions among stakeholders in her district who attended RtI-E across cohorts are working in
tandem to drive the work systemically across their district. She believed that their shared
experiences in RtI-E, ongoing communication, representation of district roles, and social
influence had the capacity to create change:
So, the school intervention team, the larger district team, also has several members who
were on cohort one and cohort two on that team. So, like, we're constantly, so it's not just,
Jaylen trying to make connections, but you've got your, I think we sent our compliance
specialist who's on that team, our district student services, supervisor, or other MTSS
specialist. So, I think you probably have like six or seven members that were either on
cohort one or cohort two, who are also on the district team who are pushing that.
Especially cohort two, cause they're fresh out of like, "hey, we've learned all this!" Like,
"how does all this relate to what we're doing right now?" So, that's been exciting. So,
there's good crossover representation to really help now, which that's a new piece. That
was not the case last year. So, that's a really strong piece that I think will help move
forward even more.
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In describing her team’s takeaways from the series, Jaylen also focused on developing common
language to reduce the uncertainty and variability of MTSS and problem solving practices across
the district:
And then the other pieces, the other big kind of takeaway was again developing that
MTSS guiding document to really provide clear expectations and clarity around roles,
responsibilities, and just decision making within our district. Like, we needed a guidance
document to kind of do that. So, those are the three big areas of just solidifying. Like we
really need to come to consensus and clarity around our data and how we're defining
what a significant discrepancy looks like and sounds like, and give the schools some
guidance on it. How can we build common language and understanding around problem
solving practices or 4 steps of problem solving and just how that should be again, living
and breathing in some manner across all tiers, and then like a guidance document that
would help not only with the ESE eligibility conversations but just general RTI practices.
Like Jaylen, other participants also explained plans to refine district-wide data-based decision
making practices, such as changes in data-evaluation systems, databases, or other data
infrastructure. They had hopes in the promises of the new data systems to bring greater clarity
and conciseness to the work of making data-based decisions across the district. Both Denise and
Kim discussed a new data system their district had acquired. Kim stated:
You can't make a change if you don't start somewhere, so we feel like with… a new
platform for us, it's the perfect time to say, "Oh look! We've got some new ways of doing
things. When you go to your meeting, instead of that one page form, front and back, that
you were filling out, now we got some deeper questions for you to think about."
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With respect to the social or interpersonal aspects of the sensemaking and enactment cycle, the
focus on data-evaluation forms or programs represents similar limitations as information sharing
described earlier. As Kim alluded, the sensemaking process takes place in the interpersonal
exchanges that are had around the data system, not because the platform itself exists or is
available to educators. Infrastructure (i.e., a form/platform combined with ongoing, scheduled
and facilitated conversation) that allows school teams to more deeply explore school and student
data can enhance understanding of MTSS processes. Sensemaking requires a social environment
(Weick, 1995), but some participants described high hopes for new data-gathering forms or
platforms and shared optimisms like, “fingers crossed,” that any type of planned dialogue would
take place. In the field of education, adding programs and redesigning forms are often used as
quick fixes for deeper structural problems. In some cases, participants saw new data-evaluation
systems and problem solving paperwork as the concrete plausible solution, rather than the
extracted cue for engaging in social sensemaking (Weick, 1995). This type of action might
characterize a more resource-focused sensemaking process, rather than the deeper sensemaking
desired by the PS/RtI Project focused on the capacity building of stakeholders through high
quality professional learning.
However, many participants illustrated sensemaking around data, particularly at the
school level. Natalie described a beginning-of-year data chat based on a reckoning from RtI-E
Cohort 1. She used her own interpretation of remediating students at Tier 2 to illustrate actions
she took with school-level problem solving teams to analyze student data:
We really went through and analyzed the data of kids who... again, a misunderstanding of
MTSS, I call it un-F'ing them. Oh, they have an F, they must need Tier 3, and it's that's
really Tier 2. Like Tier 2 is un-F'ing them. You're fixing the standard that they're failing
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in. If they're missing significant skills to meet that standard, that's Tier 3. So, that's the
misunderstanding of MTSS and the tiers that has kind of fallen away. So, how to get
using this and other trainings and things and how to put it together and communicate it to
where it actually sinks in and somebody understands it. As opposed to just saying
something. So, we had analyzed the data at the beginning of the year of every single kid
who we had a plan for and, kind of just, we didn't reopen the plan, we just wanted to see
how they did with the new curriculum, because it does have more supports built in. Some
places got it, some places it still kind of escalated.
Here, Natalie illustrated the cycle of interpersonal communication and action in sensemaking,
using beginning-of-year data chats as opportunities to implement some of her learning from
Cohort 1 of RtI-E. Throughout her interview, Natalie described that she felt as though she had to
fend for herself trying to implement MTSS practices within her district. She shared many
concerns about whether school teams she worked with in her district actually made sense of
MTSS as she had done through the RtI-E series and other ongoing sensemaking opportunities.
She questioned whether the district held a collective commitment to implement MTSS with
fidelity and the organizational capacity of the district to do so (Maitlis & Sonenshein, 2010;
Weick, 1988). The data chats she engaged in also became cues to expand her own understanding
of her district context and the work of implementing MTSS as she continued in Cohort 2. The
approach to facilitating data chats represented Natalie’s individual interpretation, or the way she
made sense of MTSS through her experiences, in an environment that was not conducive to
organizational sensemaking.
Alternatively, Joleen stated of the school-based team she attended with during Cohort 1,
“I know that they would go back and put things into practice. So, they tried different things at
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their school to see what worked, what didn't, and I think they did a nice job.” She elaborated on
their action to refine their data-sharing infrastructure:
I think being more specific when they were having their MTSS meetings, when it came to
teachers coming in and discussing student data, they developed more of a process for that
rather than it being, not necessarily teacher led, it's still teacher led when they're
presenting the information, but the specific information that was pulled was something
that was more structured.
Of her larger district context Joleen elaborated:
We've talked a lot about the data and how we look at it. And I think that that probably
was the biggest change, was how we looked at the data and how we sorted it out and dug
in. So, I do feel that probably was the biggest change for us, because that is what drives
the eligibility, is being able to dig in and really see how the student, you know, where
was their baseline? And then how have they progressed, being able to look at, divide the
data instead of putting it all into one picture, being able to divide it up into different time
periods so that you can see that they were always making progress, but look at the
progress right now, look at the rate of it and at this rate they're going to hit their target.
So, really we, even though we see that they are so far behind still, the rate is increasing.
So, because of that, we really need to not look at eligibility. We need to look at keeping
the supports that are working in place and keeping it going from, you know, this year
following into next year and the consistency of going from year to year as well.
Joleen indicated her district team created an environment conducive to conversations to make
sense of their data-based decision-making processes, both at the school and district levels.
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Finally, few participants described enactment through planful professional learning
opportunities taking place in their district based on the content and materials provided from RtIE. They emphasized the necessity for ongoing conversations about RtI-E with their district and
school teams, other colleagues in their districts, and state project leaders. They also often shared
RtI-E materials and focused on data-evaluation systems within these professional learning
structures. Jaylen’s change team “built in debriefing sessions” to make sense of their learning
and develop action steps, but she acknowledged that:
Now, when you ask me about what actually happened, that might be a different story, but
it was set up to, for sure, be set up for success. If there was some things that came out of
it, but, and we're still talking about it.
It is important to acknowledge that many participants planned or could generate ideas about how
to move forward within their districts. That was evident throughout the course of each interview.
However, not all plans resulted in clear action. Jaylen was able to illustrate the most
comprehensive enactment from among the nine participants. Jaylen described “debriefing
sessions” developed by her district as a route to enacting the work of RtI-E:
So after each of the Rtl-E modules or trainings, we would also have some time built into
the schedule where we would come back together, not just with the team that went to the
training, but also again, those key stakeholders that I mentioned, to debrief on what we
learned and then what we would recommend as next steps… It included a district and
school level and it even included, So, just to restate, district that didn't go to the training,
but obviously they need to be around the table because they are key stakeholders for
decision making and prioritizing resources.

150

The team scheduled time to engage in ongoing conversation about the training, identify areas in
their district to target for improvement, and brainstorm ways to address the barriers they were
observing. They also engaged in activities taken from the series, such as completing the SelfAssessment of MTSS (SAM; Stockslager et al., 2016) rubric, that demonstrates using extracted
cues, incorporates ongoing and social characteristics of sensemaking, and enacting a plausible
interpretation of their learning. Although the SAM has technical adequacy research to support its
use, (see Stockslager et al., 2016), the objective accuracy with which teams fill out the SAM
matters little for sensemaking. What matters most is that teams engage in authentic conversation
about the items to make meaning of their current district reality. This is what it means to be
“driven by plausibility rather than accuracy” (Weick, 1995, p.55). The very obvious ongoing
work of Jaylen’s change team also illustrates the greater opportunities they had to further their
sensemaking processes. They were not confined to the scheduled face-to-face sessions of the RtIE series because they created an extension of their social environment to support the enactment
of professional learning content. They capitalized on the organizational facilitators of
sensemaking, including a collective commitment to meet as a team, beliefs about their capacity
to strengthen their practices, and a shared frame of reference based on their mutual goals as a
district (Maitlis & Sonenshein, 2010; Weick, 1988).
Joleen also illustrated a planful approach to professional learning within the district
where they were able to incorporate aspects of RtI-E into the ongoing work already taking place
involving a variety of stakeholders:
So, we actually have about six MTSS district wide meetings a year, where we have, each
school has a person designated as their MTSS lead contact. Whether it's an MTSS
coordinator that they have given that role at their school, or if it's guidance or sometimes
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an assistant principal is over MTSS. So, we were able to use a lot of the information that
was given and as well as a lot of the resources that were provided to duplicate the training
at our district level. So, we would train the leads and then leads would go back to their
schools and discuss it with their MTSS team at their school. Again, like I said, some
schools do a really good job of this, some schools eh, but we are continuing to do the
same types of training throughout the year. So, we'll do it again this year, so that we go
back over the SLD process and what we learned through [the University] and the Project.
Joleen demonstrated ongoing efforts to make sense of and enact the content of the RtI-E series.
When she described the response from school leaders in continuing the work as “really good” or
“eh”, she also demonstrated the district’s organizational commitment to a plan regardless of its
actual outcomes. Specifically, she also indicated that the student-focused case studies and other
handouts provided by the PS/RtI Project were disseminated across the district:
I think we made sure that everyone had at least one of the examples of the students. We
talked a lot about, the girl that we were talking about and what they would do. … So, we
did use those examples so that groups could sit down and discuss and talk through it. We
also used, you know a lot of the handouts that were given, we've used those as resources
to send out to the schools and make sure that they have that information and they're using
it.
Additionally, Joleen’s district team artfully differentiated their professional learning based on the
amount of exposure to the information needed for stakeholders in differing roles. They
recognized that because MTSS is a general education initiative, no role is exempt from the
foundational knowledge and beliefs underlying MTSS. She stated:
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We did the training with the MTSS leads, we also did training with our staffing and
compliance specialists in our district. So they know what we're looking for specifically.
Theirs wasn't quite as in depth, because they don't necessarily need to go through that
entire process, but at least so that they have a good understanding.
As Joleen and the other study participants sought to enact their learning from RtI-E within their
school and district systems, they identified plausible solutions and responded by disseminating
content or key ideas to relevant stakeholders, developing systems to address data-evaluation
needs, and building capacity for conversations and action steps within professional learning
activities. Further, these enactment approaches promoted the RtI-E objectives defined at the
outset of the series to increase responsiveness and consistency of districts and schools to align
policies, practices, and procedures for RtI eligibility for SLD within a comprehensive multitiered system.
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CHAPTER V:
DISCUSSION
The purpose of this study was to qualitatively explore district-based educators’
sensemaking experiences of an ongoing, statewide professional learning series. The professional
learning content focused on using an RtI approach to determine special education eligibility for
students with SLD within an MTSS. Nine interviews served as the primary data source, and field
notes and document reviews were used to provide context to the interview findings. In this
chapter I provide a summary of the findings of this study and situate the findings within the
literature base on professional learning, systems change, and sensemaking. I also discuss the
study limitations, future directions, and implications for research and practice.
Summary and Interpretation of Findings
Seven overall themes emerged from the nine interviews, field notes, and document
review data, and were supported by my personal reflections throughout the research process. The
themes, Speaking from Experience, Teaming, Community Learning Expectations, Making
Connections, Expected Outcomes, Power to Implement, and Enactment Approaches focused on
the manifestation of all seven aspects of sensemaking (Weick, 1995) and the three facilitators of
organizational sensemaking (Maitlis & Sonenshein, 2010; Weick, 1988) across participants’
experiences. Further, characteristics of adult learning theory, professional learning, and systems
change principles were salient in the themes and these connections will be elaborated on now.
This section is broken down by Weick’s (1988, 1995) properties of sensemaking in order to
contextualize the study findings.
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Identity Construction and Retrospective
While the sensemaking characteristics, “grounded in identity construction” and
“retrospective” (Weick, 1995, p.17) were emphasized within the theme, Speaking from
Experience, they were also frequently represented throughout the interviews as participants
described making sense of the professional learning series. Study participants frequently
referenced their current and prior job roles and expounded on the ways their work informed their
approach to RtI-E. These characteristics are deeply intertwined with what literature shows is
beneficial for adult learners (Knowles, 1980, 1984; Learning Forward, 2011). Adult learners
benefit from professional learning that is highly relevant to their current priorities and connects
to their prior knowledge and experiences. The study participants constructed their own identities
and utilized hindsight to make sense of their involvement in the series and also to better
understand the content or express their ideas to colleagues on their RtI-E teams.
Social and Enactive of Sensible Environments
It is relatively easy to think of sensemaking as an individual, cognitive process, but the
theory actually draws on social psychology, which includes both in-person interactions as well as
inferred or perceived influence of others (Weick, 1995). Study participants exemplified the
“social” aspect of sensemaking (Weick, 1995, p.38) through conversations about the presence
and absence of team members, the perceived influence of educational institutional hierarchies on
their work, and dialoguing with PS/RtI Project staff and with other RtI-E series participants, such
as in the theme Community Learning Expectations. In fact, participants who engaged in both
cohorts of RtI-E revealed that consistent with literature on ongoing professional learning (Croft
et al., 2010; Jacob & McGovern, 2015; Learning Forward, 2011), their engagement over time
was beneficial for their sensemaking and ability to mold enactive team environments, while the
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COVID-19 pandemic posed a barrier in this ongoing work. Relatedly, the characteristic,
“enactive of sensible environments” (Weick, 1995, p.30) was reinforced in the ways that
educators became part of and contributed to the environment of the RtI-E series, interacting
within and across teams to develop understanding of the content.
The theme, Teaming, illustrated the role of the social environment and participants’ stated
beliefs, underlying assumptions, and shared norms (Weick, 1988; Weick, 1995). While some
participants were the actual enactors of their RtI-E teams (choosing who attended from their
district), others were elected to attend and made choices about how to engage along the way. The
ways participants described their team composition, which often focused on including those
closest to special education policy and procedure, revealed that the messaging of the RtI-E
Professional Learning Series as “response-to-intervention for eligibility” produced tensions with
the intended underpinnings of the Project to reinforce multi-tiered systems of support for all
students as a way of work necessary for effective eligibility determination. Many of the social
expectations within teams caused team members with responsibilities for finding students
eligible for special education to focus more on procedures, rather than MTSS at large, and thus
impacted the topics of their team conversations and planning forward for change.
This finding aligns with systems change and sensemaking literature that support the need
for key stakeholders involved in the ongoing work required for enactment (Castillo & Curtis,
2014; Weick, 1988). Through the interviews, it became apparent that more conversation around
the objectives of the series and consistent use of “change team” language from the PS/RtI Project
might have led to different sensemaking and enactment of teaming across district and school
levels. Organizational sensemaking literature supports that social norms and assumptions made
by leadership at the top of an organization determine capacity and direction for sensemaking

156

(Weick, 1988). Many participants revealed that their team composition was less than ideal to
target the areas they hoped to grow within their districts.
Ongoing
The “ongoing” characteristic of sensemaking (Weick, 1995, p.43) was critical to
participants’ understanding of the largescale professional learning environment created through
the RtI-E series. Participants viewed RtI-E as an ongoing part of their sensemaking regarding
MTSS and expected the series to expand upon their existing understanding and implementation
within their local settings. Ongoing professional learning is also reinforced in the literature as a
strong predictor of future practice change (Learning Forward, 2011; Croft et al., 2010). The need
for ongoing learning proved to be particularly important as many participants referenced more
traditional ways of identifying students with SLDs using the discrepancy model (Berninger &
Abbott, 1994). Practically, some participants discussed how they extended the learning beyond
the bounds of RtI-E through district based conversations, resource dissemination, and
professional learning activities. Other sensemaking characteristics such as identity construction
and retrospection were observed across time while participants described how they became
involved in RtI-E, during conversations with team members, and as they summarized the totality
of their engagement in the series. Team development and revision were also expressed as an
ongoing component of educators’ learning process. The study interviews themselves also served
as a platform for ongoing sensemaking for Sandra and other participants.
Extracted Cues
The use of “extracted cues” (Weick, 1995, p.49) was most salient in the theme, Making
Connections, where participants used their own generated ideas and examples, as well as those
offered by the PS/RtI Project staff, to help make sense of their content and experiences within
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RtI-E. However, cues were observed throughout all the themes as participants used a variety of
words and actions to engage in the sensemaking process. The subthemes, cues derived from
context and cues creating context, described the ways participants applied “labels” (Weick et al.,
2005, p.411) or “bracketed” (Weick, 1988, p.307) their own experiences, and the ways the
PS/RtI Project constructed focal points to aid in understanding, respectively. To me, this is where
the substance of sensemaking happens, especially in professional learning activities.
Congruent with Weick’s (1995) theory, participants used their prior experiences and
beliefs to interpret their current reality and make decisions about how to respond. Their social
environment was important for contextualizing the cues of their sensemaking. Further, the onepage handouts or consolidation of information presented by RtI-E facilitators narrowed
participants’ attention to core beliefs, components, and facilitators of strong MTSS practices. In
many cases these focal points prompted participants to identify inconsistencies and strengths
within their own practices, creating a cyclical process of using, identifying, and responding to
key ideas within the professional learning. A key element of adult learning theory also suggests
creating personal connections to the content under study in order to enhance learning and
engagement (Croft et al., 2010; Knowles, 1980, 1984; Learning Forward, 2011). Participants
seemed to hold most strongly to PS/RtI Project-generated cues (also exemplifying their beliefs
about the relative expertise of the PS/RtI Project) and the cues that most closely reinforced their
own school and district demographics and needs.
Plausibility Over Accuracy
To be “driven by plausibility rather than accuracy” (Weick, 1995, p.55) is, roughly, to
have incomplete information and move forward anyway. If “accuracy” for RtI-E was strategic
systems change, then perhaps “plausibility” was any action or response short of a
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comprehensive, district-wide changes. Consistent with professional learning research (Joyce &
Showers, 2002; Learning Forward, 2011), participants revealed that attending RtI-E did not
guarantee practice change. However, every participant took at least one cue during RtI-E and
made it relevant and responded in some way.
Participants who perceived lack of systemic power to change more often relied on other
plausible solutions that they could enact through individual efforts, such as through
conversations with colleagues. Their beliefs influenced their enactment or practice, as suggested
by Killion (2008) and the Learning Forward (2011) professional learning theory of change, also
adapted by the PS/RtI Project to design and evaluate work with Florida districts. Not
surprisingly, systems approaches to enactment most often reflected use of organizational
sensemaking facilitators (Maitlis & Sonenshein, 2010; Weick, 1988), the core components of
MTSS (Stockslager et al., 2016), facilitators of systems change (Castillo & Curtis, 2008), and
professional learning change theory (Killion, 2008) similar to what is presented in the literature.
Even when participants suggested that their enactment may have been less than ideal (e.g.,
Jaylen), they often exposed ongoing conversations taking place that evidenced sensemaking,
aspirations, and planning for change. Interestingly, districts that most closely maintained the
integrity of the original “change team” design of RtI-E and identified organizational expectations
for outcomes from the series (e.g., Jaylen and Joleen) seemed to have the greatest momentum for
change, providing support for the existing literature in these areas.
Organizational Facilitators of Sensemaking
The organizational facilitators of sensemaking and enactment (i.e., expectations, capacity,
and commitment; Maitlis & Sonenshein, 2010; Weick, 1988) were encompassed in the theme,
Expected Outcomes, which also acted as a hinge that glued participants’ sensemaking and
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enactment together. While action is incumbent within the sensemaking process, participants were
still able to engage in sensemaking even if the implementation efforts typically associated with
positive professional learning outcomes were not realized. It became evident through the
interviews that in the professional learning environment, adult learners’ hopes or goals for
learning (i.e., aspirations; Killion, 2008) were closely related to their expectations (Weick, 1988;
1995). The realization of their aspirations was incumbent upon the organizational environment,
norms, and beliefs. Like bringing in their aspirations or expectations, they also made
commitments to goals and plans that helped them narrow their focus and make sense of their
professional learning experiences (Maitlis & Sonenshein, 2010; Weick, 1988, 1995), even if their
expectations and commitments were not always aligned with the PS/RtI Project’s intended
outcomes of the series. In the systems change literature, alignment of expectations and
commitments is reflected as the need for consensus in vision and mission (Castillo & Curtis,
2014), and as stated goals and objectives in adult learning theory and practice (Knowles, 1980,
1984; Learning Forward, 2011).
Power to Implement was one theme that furthered the importance of participants’ beliefs
about organizational capacity (Maitlis & Sonenshein, 2010; Weick, 1988). Participants used their
identities, prior experiences, beliefs and assumptions, social norms, aspirations, interpersonal
exchanges, and other contextual variables to inform their beliefs about their district’s capacity to
adopt the practices and procedures most congruent with their understanding of MTSS
implementation. In a crisis response, Weick (1988) indicates that people see the cues they
believe they can address. In this study, participants who believed they had many barriers to their
work identified fewer cues that propelled them toward action. This theme integrated the value of
the social and emotional aspects of sensemaking (Weick, 1995) and beliefs and aspirations
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integral for professional learning and systems change (Castillo & Curtis, 2014; Killion 2008;
Learning Forward, 2011). Differing interpretations, ambiguity of problems, and obstacles
perceived to be outside participants’ personal control seemed to reflect limited power among
some individuals and district teams to move forward in the work. For instance, some
participants’ sensemaking and context reflected differences in understanding of the purpose and
functioning of the CoP, in how to design their team membership, and in the role of the Project in
providing answers to systemic problems than what the Project staff understood. Additionally,
these participants’ sensemaking also reflected their focus on barriers to change through their use
of inhibiting language. Communication and collaboration were also reinforced as essential
elements of systems change (Castillo & Curtis, 2014), and this study revealed the necessity of
these change facilitators and ongoing sensemaking across the state, district, team, and individual
levels.
Limitations and Future Directions
While the characteristics of sensemaking and the interrelatedness of professional learning
literature and systems change principles were pervasive in this study, additional research is
needed. However, limitations to the current study should be considered when considering the
findings and future directions suggested. First, the novel coronavirus was named as a global
pandemic in the Spring of 2020, shortly after my research study was proposed. This event likely
contributed to a lower number of research participants than would have otherwise volunteered to
participate in this study under normal circumstances. My original recruitment method involved
presenting information about the study to RtI-E participants in person at the final face-to-face
unit of Cohort 2. However, this unit was delayed and redesigned to include three asynchronous,
online modules and a follow-up technical assistance chat due to the restrictions on travel and
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mass gatherings in place as a result of COVID-19. Thus, recruitment took place entirely in a
virtual format which may have been less personal and offered fewer opportunities for potential
participants to inquire about the study or express willingness to participate. Likewise, the
COVID-19 pandemic required educational leaders to transform learning from in-person to
entirely distance (e.g., online) formats while meeting the needs of all stakeholders, which greatly
impacted leaders’ time and availability to participate in this study and other professional
activities.
Related to sampling, I used purposive sampling to attempt to build a comprehensive
sample of district-level educators, but I did not get participant volunteers who fit all desired
participant characteristics. This is not an inherent limitation of the study, but the demographics of
participants needed to be clearly communicated so that readers could discern the similarities and
differences between the perspectives and experiences of the study participants as they relate to
the research consumer. Sensemaking processes will inevitably vary across all social systems and
it is important for educators to see themselves in the research so they can more fluidly apply
research evidence to improve their own ways of work. By exploring educators’ sensemaking,
this study revealed that no two educators will understand MTSS in exactly the same way. The
foundation of sensemaking theory that suggests social context as critical for individual and
collective interpretation was supported in these findings (Weick, 1995). Further, sensemaking in
this study served as the bridge between educator knowledge or understanding and enactment.
Because an MTSS takes an entire multidisciplinary team-based systems approach to enact,
providing a wider array of perspectives and social contexts in the research on educators’
sensemaking processes might continue to bridge relationships and transferability of educational
research and practice.
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Second, hermeneutic considerations suggest that other researchers might interpret these
data differently based on their individual experiences, worldviews, and beliefs about knowledge
and truth. However, I used a researcher journal to track my biases and was transparent in
communicating with participants about my role within the professional learning series. During
the latter portion of my data analysis and writing process I transitioned to the role of a full-time
school psychologist intern in a Florida school district, and these additional field experiences also
helped to clarify some of the nuances shared by participants through the interviews, field notes,
and document reviews, and shaped my own interpretation of the data. My tandem experiences as
an intern analyzing these data also ignited a new level of empathy for Florida educators engaged
in these complex decision-making processes and change efforts.
Third, participants may have been hesitant to share their true experiences in this study. It
is possible that participants may have believed their personal identity or school district might be
exposed through the research and associated with certain perspectives. In order to mitigate this
uncertainty, I asked participants to create a unique participant identification number to attach to
any data files, and indicated that their personal information, including district and school names,
would be redacted or replaced with pseudonyms in any dissemination or publication of the study
results.
Additionally, study participants may have been reluctant to share their true experiences
because I was embedded as a member of the training and technical assistance project staff and
helped facilitate and evaluate the learning. To minimize any reluctance to share, I was honest
about my role as a facilitator of the professional learning, and also forthcoming about my role as
a graduate student and learner in this area of inquiry. Historically, many Florida school districts
have had ongoing relationships with the PS/RtI Project so it is possible that my association
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helped to establish rapport with individual participants. Several participants in this study also
made connections to my role as a school psychology trainee through our interview conversations.
I also introduced the study purpose as an opportunity to hear educators’ perspectives and
experiences with professional learning to help bridge the gap between state-level support and
local practices. In the turbulent and socially isolating time of the COVID-19 pandemic, this
virtual interview experience may have provided a space for human connection and reflecting on
participants’ purpose and meaning for engaging in the work of educating Florida children.
Finally, while participants were educators engaged in the learning series, the field of
education is a jargon-rich environment and we did not always share the same educator
“language.” Thus, participants were sometimes unable to communicate their perspectives using
shared terminology, and I relied on follow-up questioning to reach common understanding. It
may be argued that the interview experience itself was an active sensemaking process for both
the participants and myself as the researcher. As previously stated, my new role as a school
psychologist intern also helped me better interpret some of the jargon used by participants during
data analysis. Through this role I have expanded my own education vernacular, which proved
useful in relating to and interpreting participants’ experiences.
In terms of future research, all of the educators in this study would be considered veteran
educators, with at least ten years of experience in the field. Future research might explore how
new educators make sense of similar policies and practices compared to seasoned leaders, or
how educators at varied career stages engage in sensemaking within an ongoing professional
learning series or CoP. This area of exploration is especially relevant given that educational
jargon is acquired over time and retrospection, identity construction, bracketing experience, and
identifying cues are key elements of sensemaking processes (Weick, 1995).
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Future research also should follow cohorts of large-scale CoPs focused on MTSS
implementation across time to further explore the ongoing nature of systemic sensemaking
processes within schools and districts. Based on the tension illuminated in the current study
regarding the learning design intended by the PS/RtI Project and how participants made sense of
the learning experience, researchers should further explore these types of sensemaking tensions
within specific attributes of Weick’s (1988, 1995) sensemaking theory. Identity construction,
retrospective sensemaking, and the enactment facilitators of expectations, commitment, and
capacity (Maitlis & Sonenshein, 2010) are examples of findings from the current study that
warrant further explanation in other contexts. Researchers might consider additional qualitative
studies, including participatory action research or other methods, to better understand and
improve how professional learning designers, facilitators, and participants can collaborate to
work through sensemaking tensions across the stages of planning for professional learning,
delivery, and participant learning.
The findings of this study also emphasized the importance of team member
representation, supporting a need for researchers to investigate how educational leaders
contribute to setting the social parameters, or “sensible environments” (Weick, 1995, p.30) for
sensemaking. Importantly, these investigations must consider how the parameters influence
sensemaking at and between various levels and roles across the educational system or within
professional learning designs such as a CoP. Researchers also might examine how to address
sensemaking in the dynamic social environment of education. Participants in this study discussed
the benefits and drawbacks of staff turnover and evolving team membership. Research also
indicates that over 40 percent of new teachers leave in the first five years with some school
environments more prone to fluctuation (Ingersoll et al., 2018).
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Researchers also should explore educators’ beliefs about enactment power from
classroom teachers to district-level department heads. In this study, all of the participants were
leaders of large special education or related departments within their districts or participated in
several school and district leadership teams. However, no study participant was fully confident in
their power to enact the needed changes they identified through the RtI-E series. Researchers
might make connections to Fullan’s (2010) ideas about “collective capacity,” or the joint work of
“emotional commitment and technical expertise” (p. xiii) of staff, and explore to what extent
these elements influence sensemaking processes among school and district teams. They also
might extend the work of Louis and colleagues (2009) on distributed leadership and sensemaking
to make connections between individual and team-based sensemaking and enactment power
within other educational team-based change models (Fullan & Knight, 2009; March & Gaunt,
2013; Steinbacher-Reed & Powers, 2011/12).
In addition to striving to make contributions to sensemaking theory and its application to
MTSS, future research on MTSS and special education policy implementation should continue to
take a practice-focused approach, as one of the foundational goals of educational research is to
increase positive outcomes for children, families, and educators. The emphasis of the findings on
areas such as identity, expectations, and teaming across themes illuminated the role of iterative
social and cognitive processes (both real and perceived) that educators engage in within
professional learning and in leading educational systems. However, these factors might not be
fully represented in current educational systems change models. Specifically, researchers should
explore the connection between implementation science literature (e.g., Fixsen et al., 2005; Hall
& Hord, 2019), which incorporates more general systems (i.e., non-human) theory in addition to
social factors, and the role of social sensemaking processes in implementation science models
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within the field of education. Given that educational systems change models emphasize some
human components such as communication, collaboration, goal prioritization, and personnel
considerations, these areas could be extended by understanding the sensemaking processes that
underly them and how they can be better incorporated into implementation science approaches.
Researchers should examine to what extent commitment, beliefs about individual and
organizational capacity, and organizational expectations must be mutually agreed upon or shared
(Maitlis & Sonenshein, 2010) in the context of systems change literature which highlights the
need for consensus in educational teams (Batsche et al., 2007; Castillo & Curtis, 2014; Fullan &
Knight, 2011). Given that study participants used cues presented by the PS/RtI Project and
personal practice examples in their sensemaking and requested more specific information (e.g.,
cutoff scores) for decision-making, researchers might also explore the role that quantitative and
qualitative data plays in sensemaking, enactment, and expand what is known about data for
consensus building in school and district teams (Steinbacher-Reed & Powers, 2013).
In the current study, sensemaking theory was explored within the context of a community
of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991) professional learning model and the Learning Forward
(2011) theory of change adopted by the PS/RtI Project. Participants’ experiences in this study
revealed that characteristics of sensemaking occurred within the design and change model put
forth by the PS/RtI Project. With many professional learning models in use in the field of
education, researchers should examine how sensemaking processes play out in already
established practice models for change in education, such as Joyce and Showers’ (2002) cycle of
adult learning, Knight’s (2011) instructional or one-to-one coaching, or March and Gaunt’s
(2013) systems coaching model for team-based MTSS implementation efforts. Within these lines
of exploration, researchers should examine the role of educators’ employment of identities and
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retrospective thinking in making connections between their knowledge, aspirations, beliefs,
skills, and practices (Killion, 2008) and student outcomes to strengthen each link in the Learning
Forward (2011) theory of change.
Implications for Practice
This investigation was an exploratory study to illustrate how educators made sense of a
complex professional learning opportunity. The intent of this study was to illustrate how the
sensemaking process occurred in a statewide professional learning series designed as a CoP. The
findings in the current study do not reflect the only way sensemaking processes might manifest
in professional learning activities. Given that every individual’s sensemaking process is unique
to their experiences and also influenced by their real and perceived social interactions,
sensemaking will present in many ways within the adult learning environment (Weick, 1995).
Practitioners are encouraged to consider how sensemaking might illuminate the ways educators
interact with MTSS implementation and professional learning models, including their cognitions,
beliefs, and aspirations. Practitioners also should consider how sensemaking theory may reveal
where disconnects in understanding policy, processes, or procedures might occur due to differing
perspectives influenced by educators’ identity development, retrospection, extracted cues,
expectations, or commitments (Weick, 1995).
Additionally, professional learning developers should consider the literature regarding the
ongoing nature of professional learning in driving practice change (Croft et al., 2010; DarlingHammond et al., 2009; Deussen et al., 2007; Dole & Donaldson, 2006; Hirsh, 2009; Knight,
2009; Russo, 2009; Yoon et al., 2007) and the parallel focus of sensemaking as an ongoing
process to develop more realistic timelines for arriving at agreed-upon change expectations for
school and district implementation efforts. This study showed that the core characteristics of
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individual and organizational sensemaking (Weick, 1988; 1995) can be observed within
professional learning experiences. While it might not be necessary to overtly teach sensemaking
characteristics to educational leaders, professional learning developers may find benefits to
understanding sensemaking theory while developing high quality professional learning
experiences to maximize social interaction, leverage prior experiences, beliefs, and aspirations,
hone in on fundamental ideas, and encourage active interpretation and responses from learners.
Additionally, this investigation was not an intervention study and the sensemaking process
within the RtI-E series was only interpreted in retrospect, so practitioners are encouraged to
reflect on the extent to which similar sensemaking processes identified through this study might
be present as they facilitate their own professional learning activities in other settings with school
and district personnel.
Specifically, practitioners should consider the communication used throughout the design
and delivery of professional learning models such as a CoP, to facilitate more shared
sensemaking across levels of complex professional learning environments. A potential limitation
of the RtI-E Professional Learning Series involved the extent to which Project staff remained
consistent with the original CoP design. PS/RtI Project staff set expectations and social norms
for participant engagement in the series, which were evidenced by some participants’ use of
retrospection to make sense of RtI-E as a top-down professional learning environment, with
PS/RtI Project staff identified as leaders and experts. In the future, educational leaders and
practitioners should consider the findings from this study and reflect on the extent to which
additional time for negotiation of stakeholder roles and expectations of professional learning
activities may be needed to balance personal and organizational expectations and maintain the
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purpose of the intended professional learning designs (e.g., CoP, coaching) that are known to be
of high quality and impact based on professional learning research.
Finally, professional learning leaders would do well to explore, acknowledge, and
promote the “attitudes” and “aspirations” within Killion’s (2008) KASAB model and Learning
Forward’s (2011) theory of change. While beliefs or attitudes have gained some momentum in
professional learning theory and research (Castillo, March, Tan, Stockslager, & Brundage, 2016;
Castillo et al., 2017; Killion, 2008), aspirations remain largely understudied despite their
relationship to learning goals and objectives, which are an integral part of high quality
professional learning practice (Croft et al., 2010; Knowles 1980, 1984; Learning Forward, 2011).
As a researcher, I initially found myself mildly perturbed by the angst Denise communicated
regarding her engagement in professional learning for MTSS and working with the PS/RtI
Project and her district colleagues. However, over the course of analyzing and interpreting the
results of this study and preparing this manuscript, I developed greater empathy for her
perspective and mourned the lack of acknowledgement of the passion, defeat, hope, mourning,
and other complex emotions held by educators in Florida and elsewhere. Educational systems
will not change in a meaningful way until people do. Given that participants’ identities, previous
experiences, aspirations, attention to certain cues, expectations, and commitments determined the
trajectory of their sensemaking in this study, professional learning leaders, educational policy
makers, and other educational change agents should consider the critical role that emotion,
beliefs, values, and goals play in moving both individual educators and collective systems
change efforts forward. Based on their own professional learning implementation, leaders should
consider whether greater emotional resources would be beneficial in building beliefs about
educators’ capacity to do the work at hand. The findings from this study and others regarding
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sensemaking in education support the role of beliefs in how educators make sense of their
professional learning experiences and choices regarding enactment (Rom & Eyal, 2019).
Conclusion
This study explored how educators in Florida school districts engaged in sensemaking
processes within an ongoing professional learning series to understand and enact an RtI approach
to special education eligibility for students with SLDs within an MTSS. Findings demonstrated
that educators employed all seven characteristics of sensemaking (Weick, 1995) and relied on
their beliefs about district capacity, expectations, and commitments to make sense of their
opportunity to enact change (Maitlis & Sonenshein, 2010; Weick, 1988). Sensemaking as it was
manifest in this professional learning series can be used by professional learning researchers and
facilitators to help them explain the human cognitive and social processes behind the theory of
change (Learning Forward, 2011). Although individuals must apply sensemaking theory to their
own context, findings from the current study illustrate how sensemaking operated in school
district teams’ professional learning for RtI eligibility as well as in how they facilitated systems
change at their sites. These findings can help MTSS implementers consider and communicate
necessary components of systems change to address issues of real or perceived power and create
enactive social environments for the sensemaking of policies, practices, and procedures
necessary for such complex educational systems. This study illuminated how educators’ beliefs
about individual and collective capacity might constrain or expand their attention and ability to
implement an MTSS and make high-stakes decisions. The findings from the current study also
highlighted the importance of considering human processes in growing high quality educators
and educational systems for MTSS implementation and special education eligibility decisionmaking. In short, human beings construct information in a social environment, which operates in
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professional learning for RtI eligibility within an MTSS. Researchers and practitioners should
consider how sensemaking informs the stages and processes of change often highlighted in the
literature on MTSS implementation.
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APPENDIX A
RECRUITMENT FLYER

Exploring Educators’ Sensemaking
of Statewide Professional Learning
for Educational Decision-Making
within an MTSS
Who is eligible to participate in this study?

Purpose of this study:
This research is being conducted to
hear the voices of school and
district educators who engaged in
the RtI-E Professional Learning
Series. We hope to use educators’
experiences in RtI-E to inform future
professional learning opportunities
designed to impact local district and
school practices.

Want more information?
Please contact:
Sarah Thoman, M.A.
USF Doctoral Candidate in School
Psychology
Email: sthoman@usf.edu
Cell: 269-903-9540

ü Any district-level or school-based educator (ages 2265) who participated in Cohort 1 (2018-19) and/or
Cohort 2 (2019-20) of the RtI-E series
ü Attended all four (4) F2F units (Cohort 1), OR
ü Attended Units 1 & 2 F2F (Cohort 2)

What are the benefits?
Participants will have the opportunity to inform future
professional learning opportunities provided through the
PS/RtI Project.

What is the time commitment?
Study participants will be asked to commit to one
interview lasting up to 60 minutes. Participants will also
be asked to review the researchers’ summary of the
interview findings via email at a later date, lasting up to
30 minutes.

USF IRB #000679
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APPENDIX B
DEMOGRAPHIC QUESTIONNAIRE

Dem ogra phic Questions
Inform ed Consent to Pa rticipa te in Resea rch

Inform a tion to Consid er Before Ta king Pa rt in this Resea rch Stud y
Title: Exploring Educa tors' Sensem a king of Sta tewide
Professiona l Lea rning for Educa tiona l Decision- M a king
within a n M TSS
Stud y # _ 000679_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
[Revised online c onsent form w ill g o here.]

I freely give m y consent to ta ke pa rt in this study. I
understa nd tha t by proceeding with this survey, I a m
a greeing to ta ke pa rt in resea rch a nd I a m 18 yea rs of a ge
or older.
I freely g ive m y consent to ta ke p a rt in this stud y.

Which cohort( s) of RtI- E d id you p a rticip a te in?
( select a ll tha t a p p ly)
Cohort 1 ( 2018- 2019)
Cohort 2 ( 2019- 2020)
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APPENDIX C

INFORMED CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH
Information to Consider Before Taking Part in this Research Study
Title: Exploring Educators' Sensemaking of Statewide Professional Learning for
Educational Decision-Making within an MTSS
Study # _000679___________________

Overview: You are being asked to take part in a research study. The information in this
document should help you to decide if you would like to participate. The sections in this
Overview provide the basic information about the study. More detailed information is provided
in the remainder of the document.
Study Staff: This study is being led by Sarah Thoman who is a doctoral candidate in the
School Psychology Program at the University of South Florida. This person is called the
Principal Investigator. She is being guided in this research by Dr. José Castillo. Other
approved research staff may act on behalf of the Principal Investigator.
Study Details: This study is being conducted at the University of South Florida (USF). The
purpose of the study is to learn about educators’ perspectives and experiences participating in
a professional learning series provided by the Florida Problem Solving/Response to
Intervention (PS/RtI) Project focused on implementing multi-tiered system of supports
(MTSS) and making eligibility decisions for students with Specific Learning Disabilities.
You will be asked to complete a brief demographic questionnaire and participate in an
individual interview up to 60 minutes. During a follow-up lasting up to 30 minutes, you will
also be asked to review a summary of the main ideas that emerged from the data via email
after interviews are completed.
Subjects: You are being asked to take part because you are between ages 22-65 years old
and have been a participant in the 2018-2019 and/or 2019-2020 cohorts of the Response-toIntervention for Eligibility (RtI-E) Professional Learning Series facilitated by staff from the
PS/RtI Project. We want to know your experiences and perspectives in this statewide
professional learning opportunity and how it impacts your work in the district and schools
you serve.
Voluntary Participation: Your participation is voluntary. You do not have to participate and
may stop your participation at any time. There will be no penalties or loss of benefits or
opportunities if you do not participate or decide to stop once you start. Your decision to
participate or not to participate will not affect your job status, employment record, employee
evaluations, or advancement opportunities.
Benefits, Compensation, and Risk: We do not know if you will receive any benefit from
your participation. There is no cost to participate. You will not be compensated for your
participation. This research is considered minimal risk. Minimal risk means that study risks
are the same as the risks you face in daily life.
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Confidentiality: Even if we publish the findings from this study, we will keep your study
information private and confidential. Anyone with the authority to look at your records must
keep them confidential.

Why are you being asked to take part?
You are being asked to take part in this study because you are between 22-65 years old and were
a participant in the 2018-2019 and/or 2019-2020 cohort of Florida educators engaged in the RtIE Professional Learning Series facilitated by staff from the PS/RtI Project. You are eligible to
participate if you attended all four face-to-face learning days (i.e., Units 1-4) during 2018-2019
cohort and you have participated in the web-based content via the online learning platform,
Thinkific. Alternatively, you are eligible to participate if you completed all three learning days
(i.e., Unit 1 & Unit 2 face-to-face, all three Unit 3 virtual modules and technical assistance chat)
of the RtI-E series during the 2019-2020 academic year and you have participated in the webbased content via the online learning platform, Thinkific.

Study Procedures
If you take part in this study, you will be asked to complete a brief demographic questionnaire
and take part in an individual interview lasting up to 60 minutes. At a later date, you will be
asked to review a summary of the main themes that emerged from the data and provide
comments to the researcher by email. This follow-up will take no more than 30 minutes to
complete.
During this study, you will be asked to:
• Complete a demographic questionnaire to provide the researcher with basic information
about your employment (e.g., whether you work in a district- or school-based position,
number of years as an educator, etc.).
• Participate in an interview lasting up to 60 minutes. It will take place outside school and
professional learning hours. The interview may be conducted by phone or using a video
chat software (e.g., Zoom) and it will be voice recorded. During the interview, you will
be asked to share your perspectives about the professional learning content and activities
(e.g., face-to-face sessions, online work, community of practice) and your experiences
applying the content of RtI-E with your teams and in your district.
• Provide permission for the researcher to access and use any web-based content collected
through the Florida PS/RtI Project’s online learning platform (i.e., Thinkific).
• At a later date, you will receive a follow-up email requesting your comments on a
summary developed by the researcher with the overall themes and ideas that emerged
from the interviews to help increase the strength of the study findings. This activity will
take no more than 30 minutes to complete.
• The PI, study coordinator, and any other research staff will have access to the interview
audio recordings. Per USF policy, the recordings will be maintained for 5 years after the
Final Report is submitted to the IRB. At the end of 5 years, the PI will destroy the
recordings.

195

Alternatives / Voluntary Participation / Withdrawal
You do not have to participate in this research study.
You should only take part in this study if you want to volunteer. You should not feel that there is
any pressure to take part in the study. You are free to participate in this research or withdraw at
any time. There will be no penalty or loss of benefits you are entitled to receive if you stop
taking part in this study. Your decision to participate or not to participate will not affect your job
status, employment record, employee evaluations, or advancement opportunities.

Benefits and Risks
We are unsure if you will receive any benefits by taking part in this research study. This research
is considered to be minimal risk. You might find the interview provides an opportunity for you to
reflect on your work or that participation in this study gives you a voice or a platform for
anonymously sharing your experiences engaged in professional learning and educational reform.

Compensation
You will receive no payment or other compensation for taking part in this study.

Privacy and Confidentiality
We will do our best to keep your records private and confidential. We cannot guarantee absolute
confidentiality. Your personal information may be disclosed if required by law. Certain people
may need to see your study records. The only people who will be allowed to see these records
are:
•

The research team, including the Principal Investigator, study coordinator, and all
other research staff.

•

The USF Institutional Review Board (IRB) and its related staff who have oversight
responsibilities for this study, and staff in USF Research Integrity and Compliance.

It is possible, although unlikely, that unauthorized individuals could gain access to your
responses because you are responding online. Confidentiality will be maintained to the degree
permitted by the technology used. No guarantees can be made regarding the interception of data
sent via the Internet. However, your participation in this online survey involves risks similar to a
person’s everyday use of the Internet. If you complete and submit an anonymous survey and later
request your data be withdrawn, this may or may not be possible as the researcher may be unable
to extract anonymous data from the database. Your information collected as part of the research,
even if identifiers are removed, will NOT be used or distributed for future research studies.

Contact Information
If you have any questions, concerns or complaints about this study, please contact Sarah Thoman
at 269-903-9540. If you have questions about your rights, complaints, or issues as a person
taking part in this study, call the USF IRB at (813) 974-5638 or contact the IRB by email at
RSCH-IRB@usf.edu.
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We may publish what we learn from this study. If we do, we will not let anyone know your
name. We will not publish anything else that would let people know who you are. You can print
a copy of this consent form for your records.
I freely give my consent to take part in this study. I understand that by proceeding with this
survey, I am agreeing to take part in research and I am 18 years of age or older.
Click here continue: https://usf.az1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_5ApIY3m2s5wgWBD
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APPENDIX D
INTERVIEW PROTOCOL
Rapport-building questions:
• Tell me about yourself? Why did you get into education?
• Why did you pursue your current role in your district?
• What experiences have you had identifying and serving students with SLDs?
• How did you become involved in RtI-E? Did you volunteer or were you voluntold to
participate in RtI-E?
Research Question 1: How do district-level educators make sense of their experiences in a
professional learning series that is designed as a community of practice? (for researcher’s
purposes only)
Please describe for me what your experience has been like participating in RtI-E.
• How do your identity and previous experiences as an educator contribute to your
approach to the RtI-E series?
• Describe your role on the school/district/change team during the series and how it
influences your engagement or understanding.
• How have you worked with others in the series to develop understanding of SLD
eligibility within an MTSS? Please provide an example.
• What aspects of the RtI-E series (e.g., CoP, combination of F2F and web-based ‘tween
work, team-based work, specific F2F activities, case examples, etc.) have helped you
make sense of SLD eligibility and MTSS implementation?
o (If not stated, ask) Can you describe how it helped you develop understanding?
o (If not stated, ask) Can you describe any barriers you faced making sense of the
information shared during the series?
Research Question 2: How do district-level educators make sense of enacting their
professional learning in their local setting? (for researcher’s purposes only)
Please describe for me what your experience has been making sense of the professional learning
within your district.
• How did you and your colleagues make sense of how to apply the content in your
school/district?
o (If not stated, ask) To what extent has the content of RtI-E become actionable in
your school/district?
o (If not stated, ask) How did the learning design (e.g., F2F, virtual, CoP, team
work) contribute to how you made sense of how to apply the content in your
setting?
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•

•

To what extent have you and your colleagues’ involvement in RtI-E helped you make
sense of RtI processes or practices within an MTSS in your setting? Please provide an
example.
o (If they don’t talk about change, ask) Please provide an example of how your
learning in the series led to you enacting a change in your school/district?
How has participating in RtI-E helped you and your colleagues make sense of the future
of your school/district in relation to MTSS implementation and eligibility decisionmaking?
o (If needed) How do you anticipate making sense of MTSS implementation and
eligibility decisions moving forward?

Wrap-up questions:
• Is there anything else you would like to share with me about the RtI-E series?
• Do you have any questions for me at this time?
Thank you so much for participating in this interview. I really appreciate your time.
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APPENDIX E
INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD APPROVAL LETTER

APPROVAL
May 4, 2020
Sarah
Thoman
Personal
identifying
3432 information
Palm Crossing Dr.
Apt. 202
removed
Tampa, FL 33613

Dear Ms. Thoman:
On 5/4/2020, the IRB reviewed and approved the following protocol:
Application Type: Modification / Update
IRB ID: STUDY000679_MOD000001
Review Type: Expedited
Title: Exploring Educators' Sensemaking of Statewide Professional
Learning for Educational Decision-Making within an MTSS
Funding: None
IND, IDE, or HDE: None
Approved Protocol and
Protocol, Version #2, 4.26.2020, Clean
Consent(s)/Assent(s):
Online Consent, Version #2, 4.26.2020, Clean
Attached are stamped approved consent documents. Use
copies of these documents to document consent.
The modifications, as described by the study team below, have been approved:
Due to COVID-19, the format of professional learning completion requirements for educators in
the Cohort 2 (2019-2020) RtI-E series has changed (previously live virtual 6-hour training, now
3 asynchronous online modules + one live 1-hour training). Additionally, due to COVID-19
changes, the PI is requesting to extend recruitment to educators in the RtI-E professional learning
Cohort 1 (i.e., those who completed the professional learning in 2018-2019).
IRB protocol, online consent form, recruitment materials, and demographic survey documents
have been revised.

Institutional Review Boards / Research Integrity & Compliance
FWA No. 00001669
University of South Florida / 3702 Spectrum Blvd., Suite 165 / Tampa, FL 33612 / 813-974-5638

Page 1 of 2
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In conducting this protocol you are required to follow the requirements listed in the
INVESTIGATOR MANUAL (HRP-103).
Re-consent is not needed.
Sincerely,

Personal
identifying information removed
Various
Menzel
IRB Research Compliance Administrator

Institutional Review Boards / Research Integrity & Compliance
FWA No. 00001669
University of South Florida / 3702 Spectrum Blvd., Suite 165 / Tampa, FL 33612 / 813-974-5638

Page 2 of 2
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APPENDIX F
RTI-E HANDOUTS
Figure 1A
The Five Big Ideas of MTSS
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Figure 2A
Florida’s Four-Pronged Eligibility Criteria for Specific Learning Disabilities

Florida’s Problem-Solving/Response to Intervention Project
RtI-Eligibility Professional Learning Series
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